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ABSTRACT

William Faulkner’s vision is essentially religious:
men struggle constantly, wrestling with the forces of good
and evil, to assert their will.

When he referred in his

Nobel Prize acceptance speech to conflicts of the human
heart, Faulkner was speaking primarily of the struggle
between evil and good, a struggle which becomes in many of
his characters a flesh-spirit battle.

Although the con

flicts that Faulkner portrays are so powerful, so elemental,
that they assume universal significance, his fiction is
structured largely in terms of the Christian interpretation
of history.

This interpretation, strongly modified by

Calvinist Protestantism, provides Faulkner with a concept
of m a n ’s nature and condition which he does not completely
accept, but which, nevertheless, shapes his artistic vision
and infuses his writings with both vitality and gloom.
The influence of Calvinism on Faulkner is not to be
found, however, in a literal application of Calvinistic
dogma, but rather in images, allusions, and analogues that
show moral attitudes persisting long after beliefs are gone.
The concept of original sin pervades the entire body of
Faulkner's works.

Although there are no systematic

references to the Fall, his entire vision suggests that
v

man is fallen, that his spiritual condition is a result of
original sin.

Isolated, these "hints" are perhaps not too

meaningful, but taken in totality, they form a pattern that
shows

Calvinistic tensions in both Faulkner and his

characters.

Many of his characters exhibit traits so

extreme that they seem to function allegorically as pure
evil or innocence.

Others undergo an initiation which is

analogous to the Fall.

His most fully developed women

characters when viewed through the eyes of the male seem
to spring from E v e :

they do not fall into evil but rather

are born with an affinity for it.

In both theme and

technique Faulkner demonstrates an emotional commitment to
the paradigm of the Fall as a way of representing the human
sense of isolation and alienation.
Ideas suggesting Faulkner’s connection with Calvinism
are contained in varying degrees and in diverse expression
throughout his major fiction.

Some works like Go Down Moses

are shaped entirely by the idea of man’s fallen nature
which manifests itself in Anglo-Saxon rapacity and
exploitation of Negroes.

Other works such as Absalom,

Absalom! are concerned not only with the doom man has
brought on himself but also with the excesses of secularized
Calvinism.

In nearly all of the works the characters are

polarized--the artificial and rigid representing m a n’s
negative aspects and the natural representing, if not the

ideal, at least a more harmonious relationship with nature.
This study is centered on the three major novels that best
exemplify Faulkner's relationship to secularized Calvinism:
The Sound and the Fury, Sanctuary, and Light in August.
Both the concept of woman as the instrument of man’s fall
and man's impoverished view of nature are secular mani
festations of the theological tenet of original sin.

The

doctrine of Predestination also finds unique expression.
The idea of "election" is embodied in a belief in white
supremacy, an inflexibility in morals, and in an almost
fanatical emphasis on respectability.

Another aspect of

this doctrine is dramatized in characters who, believing
themselves to be damned by the curse of the past, exhibit
a fatalistic attitude.

INTRODUCTION
Despite considerable differences in interpretation and
assessment, readers of William Faulkner agree at least that
his major works, though carefully set in particular times
and places and populated with characters whose surface lives
are hardly out of the ordinary, depict struggles and con
flicts, so elemental and powerful as to assume universal
significance.

As portrayed in these works, men struggle con

stantly to assert their will, wrestling with forces of good
and evil, and in the process are made to confront their true
condition.

Faulkner's vision is essentially religious:

men

participate in a cosmos whose dimension they cannot even
guess, and come to some apprehension of it— and of themselves
and their Condition— only by bumping against it.

Faulkner

addresses himself to the subject of man and his mystery,
Walter Sullivan observes, specifically in terms of the
Christian interpretation of history, in which man's
beginning and original depravity are expressed in the story
of Genesis and his end in the prophecy of Revelation."*

This

"*"In the Time of the Breaking of Nations: The Decline
of Southern Fiction," The Southern Review, ij. (Spring 1968).
301 .

interpretation of history, strongly modified by Calvinist
Protestantism, provides Faulkner with a vision of man's
nature and condition which he does not completely accept
but which nevertheless shapes his own vision as an artist
and infuses his writings, paradoxically, with both vitality
and gloom.
Commenting on similar qualities in Nathaniel Hawthorne,
Herman Melville conjectured that "this great power of
blackness . . . derives its force from its appeal to the
Calvinistic sense of Innate Depravity and Original Sin,
from whose visitations, in some shape or other, no deeply
thinking mind is wholly free."^

This perceptive statement

suggests what critics have been saying ever since:

that

much of the best in American literature is shaped by the
Calvinistic sensibility, a vision of life in terms of
original sin and predestination.
Nowhere in the twentieth century is the Calvinistic
sensibility more evident than in Faulkner's Yoknapatawpha
saga.

One is struck immediately by the similarity of

Faulkner's works in this respect to those of Hawthorne and
Melville, whose artistic abilities found highest expression
in the tensions they felt between their Puritan heritage
and nineteenth-century idealism.
the Calvinistic
p

Even critics who recognize

aLements in Faulkner's works, however, have

^Herman Melville: Representative Selections, ed.
Willard Thorpe (New York: American Book Co., 1938)* P» 333•

been very much in disagreement concerning his true feelings
on religion.3

Obviously, then his works do not offer final

proof of his personal beliefs; they do offer, however,
abundant evidence that he was almost obsessively preoccupied
with certain aspects of his Calvinistic heritage.

Like his

literary forebears Melville and Hawthorne, neither of whom
subscribed to conventional belief, he used that part of
Calvinistic theology which was serviceable to him, mixing
it with newer ideas to project the distinctive awareness of
good and evil that informs his novels.
Although some of our clearest impressions of Hew
England Calvinism come from Hawthorne and Melville, neither
knew Calvinism first hand.

As Hathan Scott says, "they

have not seen what the great Puritans saw, but have seen
things as_ they saw them.”^

And so it was with Faulkner.

Faulkner was a product of rural Mississippi society which
was composed largely of staunch Scotch-Irish settlers and
shaped by Calvinistic beliefs which they brought with them
3

Compare, for example, Randall Stewart who views
Faulkner as "one of the most profoundly Christian writers
in our time," in American Literature and Christian Doctrine,
p. 3JL}_1, with Lawrance Thompson who says that "Faulkner’s
skeptical habit of mind is extended intermittently to pre
occupations with agnosticism," in William Faulkner: An
Introduction and Interpretation, p . 1 61 .
^Hathan Scott, "Judgment Marked by a Cellar," The
Shapeless God: Essays in Modern Fiction, ed. Harry Mooney
and Thomas F. Staley (Pittsburg: University of Pittsburg,
1968), p. 12^6.

in the

Jbrm of Presbyterian dogma.

Many of these ideas were

grafted onto other Protestant denominations— Baptist and
Methodist, particularly--so that by the time settlement was
completed in the nineteenth century, the community in some
of its attitudes strongly resembled New England of the
eighteenth century.

Robert Barth’s statement that Faulkner

was directly descended from Cotton Mather, Jonathan Edwards,
Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Herman Melville, that he belongs
not to a general Protestant tradition but to a specific
Calvinistic one,

is true but at the same time misleading.

It suggests that Southern Calvinism had its origin in New
England Puritanism, a not quite accurate assumption.
Calvinism in the South does not stem from New England;
there were Calvinists in the Southeastern states at an early
date.

Most were Scotch or of Scotch descent; some were

descendants of the old Covenanters themselves.

Later on,

however, an assimilation of the Northern and Southern
strains did occur, as we see dramatized in Light in August,
but the Calvinism that we see

in Faulkner's works is

Southern.
To understand Calvinism in the South, it is necessary
to distinguish between the teachings of Calvin himself and
the modifications of these teachings in Southern churches,
since modification enabled various denominations that
3
^"Faulkner and the Calvinist Tradition,” Thought, 39
(1 9614.), 1 0 0 .

intellectually rejected his rigorous doctorines to absorb
them emotionally.

Calvinism is based on a literal inter

pretation of the biblical story of Creation and the Fall of
Adam, and Calvin’s theological system is based on the
acceptance of the complete sovereignty of God and the
inability of man to comprehend His true nature.

However,

since m a n ’s highest duty is to seek knowledge of God, he
must constantly strive through the Holy Word to achieve some
degree of understanding.

Because God is the source of all

good, man must strive to do His will.

Before the Fall, man

was perfect and capable of obeying; since the Fall, however,
he is totally depraved and unable to control his destiny-that is, to ensure his election.

Some men are arbitrarily

rescued from this depraved state; others are arbitrarily
sent to Hell.

Nothing that a man can do might alter his

predestination.
Harold Douglas observes that the doctrine
should in logic lead to two other doctrines:

cf damnation
’’that all

human effort is in vain, and that the corrupt state of
6
society is always and everywhere the same.”
But in
practice even Calvinistic preachers such as Jonathan Edwards
were basically contradictory, or at best ambiguous; they
exhorted people to repentance as the only means of escaping
God’s wrath, yet explicitly asserted a doctrine of
D,,Faulkner and the Puritanism of the South,” Tennessee
Studies in Literature, 2 (195>7)> 2.

predestination that raised doubts of the individual's
freedom of will.

What was happening, of course, was that

both pragmatic and rationalistic ideas were being infused
into pulpit rhetoric.
Although a causal study of the weakening of Calvinism
belongs in the sphere of religious history, some obser
vations at this point might prove relevant to a literary
study focusing on analogues between Southern Protestant
beliefs and attitudes as dramatized by Faulkner and basic
tenets of Christian belief as set down by John Calvin.
Speculation concerning these modifications involves the
character and cast of mind of the Scotch-Irish settlers in
the Southeast as they were gradually shaped by both physical
environment and mental climate.
W. J. Cash describes these Scotch-Irish settlers as
paradoxically both hedonistic and Puritan.

He theorizes

that the convivial nature of the Celtic people coupled with
the hot climate produced a peculiar kind of hedonist— one
in which the dark sense of sin was so deeply ingrained that
"even as he danced, and even as he sloughed off formal
religion, his thoughts were with the piper and his fee."
When political and economic conflicts with the North forced
him to defend the ideology upon which his society was con
structed, he did so understandably in Biblical terms.

In

reaction against the more enlightened North and in antici
pation of the impending conflict, he solidified his

religious pattern, placing emphasis on the stern Old Testa
ment God, filled out with elements of the God of the
Apocalypse.

The typical Southerner saw his position as one

of "providential trust," analogous to that of Jehovah, who
had become a God of battle with a flaming sword.

The

doctrine of the elect, when projected into the secular
world, meant that these Southern Protestants were the
Chosen--the instruments to carry out God's plan for
instructing black men in the Gospel.

Consequently, most

Protestant churches severed ties with the North and--in
feeling, if not in formal theology— moved toward thorough
going Calvinism.

The absolute power of God in all matters

was cited to justify slavery:
responsibility.

it was His will and His

Yet the Arminian stress on free will

seemed more suited to an individualistic frontier people,
at least in most situations, than the doctrine of pre
destination. ^
At the same time that the South was modifying its views
in terms of political and economic expediency, it was
rejecting those Enlightenment attitudes that had taken firm
root in Hew England.

But however much the South tried to

resist or even retard the inflow of the Enlightenment,
Calvinism weakened under the force of rationalistic ideas,
and the old omnipotent and absolute God took on characteris
tics of the benevolent god who could be identified with
7Mind of the South (Hew York:
,pp.

A. A. Knopf,

natural forces and therefore understood through application
of reason.

Man too changed countenance; he became somewhat

elevated through acceptance on the popular level of such
transcendental ideas as self-reliance.

The philosophical

basis for such beliefs, however, was most likely neither
understood nor accepted.

In any case, none of the newer

ideas succeeded in removing the ingrained sense of original
sin and depravity.

With the advent of New Science--

biological evolution and physical geology, man was once
again divested of his significance and reduced to a state
of utter hopelessness.

Though these evolutionary ideas

were on the whole rejected with fanatical violence, the
fact that they found their way into the pulpit ensured
their being absorbed into the religious sensibility of the
community.

Thus the tenets of Calvinism and the basic

beliefs of New Science--as antithetical as only theism and
atheism can be--Ttfere in tone very harmonious; the spirit of
pessimism which pervades early Calvinistic writings recurred:
man, instead of being condemned by original sin, was damned
by his own weakness and inability to cope with nature; and
instead of his fate being predestined by God, it was pre
determined by both internal (biological) and external
(social) forces.

Hell was replaced by nihility.

All of these ideas existed, of course, on an intellectual
plane.

On the popular level, Southern Calvinism remained

very much in force, but by Faulkner's time it has undergone

various doctrinal changes, dependent upon which denomination
it found itself a part of.

In a general sense it had come

to conceive of man as bound to sin; threatened by damnation,
if not doomed; and redeemable by an act of free choice.

The

very fact, however, that Grace would cleanse a person of
his sins— original and otherwise— attests to the fact that
salvation was both desirable and attainable.

Yet the

knowledge that the majority of men were not to be recipi
ents of Grace, coupled with vivid descriptions of hellfire
and brimstone, de-emphasized the love and charity of the
New Testament in favor of the wrathful, vengeful God of the
Old.
In adapting itself to a new environment and in making
its peace with the various isms (especially materialism),
Calvinism became largely detached from theology and came to
be more an attitude than a belief.

The presence of such

attitudes in Faulkner's works has long been recognized by
critical scholarship; however, opinions have differed
widely concerning the nature, the scope, and the value of
this Calvinistic influence.

Early critics believed that

his ’'Puritanic" leanings damaged his art:

Wyndhani Lewis

satirized his works in an essay called "Moralist With a
D
Corncob" and Edith Hamilton labeled him a "violently
twisted Puritan" who was obsessed with sex and sordid
n

Men Without Art (New York:
pp.

Harcourt Brace, 1934 )>

10

aspects of life.^

When critics did begin to treat favor

ably the Calvinistic strain in Faulkner, they did so almost
exclusively in terms of Light in August which deals rather
pointedly with Presbyterianism.

William Van O ’Connor noted

the relationship between theme and technique in that novel,
suggesting that the Calvinistic spirit of the novel held
the three narrative strands together and gave it unity.
In another article he examined correspondences between
Faulkner and Hawthorne, still working within the same
novel.

10

Three other short studies, two of which move

beyond Light in August, have appeared in the last decade.

11

Several full-length studies of Faulkner have touched
on his Calvinistic sensibility, but none has focused on
it.

Cleanth Brooks’s study acknowledges its importance

and devotes a limited amount of space to pointing out in
Faulkner's characters such Calvinistic attributes as
9

"Faulkner: Sorcerer or Slave?" Saturday Review
Gallery, ed. Jerome Beatty (New York: Simon and Schuster,
1959), pp. I|/l9-29.
1o
"A Part of Southern Mores: Protestantism," The
Tangled Fire of William Faulkner (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 195^-), PP. 72-87, and "Hawthorne and
Faulkner: Some Common Ground," in his The Grotesque: An
American Genre (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University
Press, 1962), pp. 59-77.
^ U s e Dusoir Lind, "The Calvinistic Burden in Light
in August,» The New England Quarterly, 30 (1957), 307-329;
Harold J. Douglas and Robert Daniel, op. cit., pp. 1-13;
and Jo Robert Barth, op. cit., pp. 100-120.

11

self-righteousness and rigidity.

12

Lawrance Thompson

devotes the final chapter of his book on Faulkner to this
subject:

he speculates that Faulkner’s rejection of this

harsh view of life (as well as its theological dogma) shapes
13
his artistic vision. J

Peter Swiggart’s The Art of William

Faulkner treats the religious sensibility more fully.

He

sets Faulkner’s "stylized" Puritan characters against his
natural ones, arguing that the former "are dominated by
obsessive desires to impose rational categories upon the
rebellious facts of human experience." 1 II
^
No full-length work devoted to an in-depth study of
the Calvinistic sensibility in Faulkner has yet appeared.
The present study proposes to examine some of his major
works in light of Calvin’s basic tenets in order to show
how moral attitudes persist long after dogmas are gone; for
the influence of Calvinism on Faulkner is not to be found
in a literal application of the doctrines of original sin
and predestination, but rather in images, symbols, allusions,
and analogues.
The concept of original sin pervades the entire body
of Faulkner's works.

When he referred in his Nobel Prize

acceptance speech to conflicts of the human heart, he was
1^William Faulkner: The Yoknapatawpha Country (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1963).
1^William Faulkner: An Introduction and Interpretation
(New York: Barnes and Noble, l"9&3)»
’^(Austin:

University of

©xas Press, 1962).

speaking primarily of the struggle between evil and good, a
struggle which becomes in many of his characters a fleshspirit battle.

Lawrance Thompson, in writing

cf how

Faulkner constructs a social myth out of his Puritan back
ground, notes that he discards the idea of paradisiacal
perfection, "lost through original sin."

In describing

simple characters such as Benjy, Dilsey, and Lena Grove as
"primitives," Thompson implies that evils of society rather
than inherent evil has corrupted man.

He stresses this idea

by pointing out that the Adam and Eve fable is absent from
1H
Faulkner’s analogizing. ^

While it is true that there are

no systematic references to the Fall, Faulkner’s entire
vision suggests that man is fallen— that his spiritual
condition is a result of original sin.

Isolated, these

"hints" are perhaps not too meaningful, but taken in
totality, they form a pattern which show Calvinistic
tensions in both Faulkner and his characters.

Many of his

characters exhibit traits so extreme that they seem to
function allegorically as pure evil or innocence.

Others

undergo an initiation into evil which is analogous to the
Fall.

His most fully developed women characters when viewed

through the eyes of the male seem to spring from Eve; they
do not fall into evil but rather are born with an affinity
for it.

Therefore, Thompson’s statement that Faulkner

^Thompson, p 0 166.

13

rejects the Pall is true in an intellectual sense only.

In

both theme and technique Faulkner demonstrates an emotional
commitment to the paradigm of the Pall as a way of repre
senting the human sense of isolation and alienation.
Ideas suggesting Faulkner's connection with Calvinism
are contained in varying degrees and in diverse expression
throughout his major fiction.

Some works like Go Down Moses

are shaped entirely by the idea of man's fallen nature which
manifests itself in Anglo-Saxon rapacity and exploitation
of Negroes.

Other works such as Absalom, AbsalomI are con

cerned not only with the doom man has brought on himself
but also with the excesses of secularized Calvinism.

In

nearly all of the works the characters are polarized--the
artificial and rigid representing man's negative aspects,
and the natural representing, if not the ideal, at least a
more harmonious relationship with nature.

This study is

centered on the three major novels that best exemplify
Faulkner's relationship to secularized Calvinism:
Sound and the Fury, Sanctuary, and Light in August.

The
The

Calvinistic concept of woman as the instrument of man's
fall and man's impoverished view of nature are secular
manifestations of the theological tenet of original sin.
The idea of Predestination— the Doctrine of the Elect—
finds expression in

a belief in white supremacy, an

inflexibility in morals, and in an almost fanatical empha
sis on respectability.

Another aspect of this tenet is

dramatized in characters who, believing themselves to be
damned by the curse of the past, exhibit a fatalistic
philosophy.

Chapter I

The Sound and the Fury
The image of the Garden of Eden, implying the con
sequences of the Fall, informs The Sound and the Fury.
Suggestions of Eve and the Tree

cf Knowledge are contained

in the central image, the one around which Faulkner said
he structured the novel:

"the muddy seat of a little girl's

drawers in a pear tree [sometimes he remembered it as an
apple tree], where she could see through a window where her
grandmother's funeral was taking place and report what was
happening to her brothers

cn the ground below.

Faulkner

referred again and again to this image and to his tender
feeling for the beautiful and tragic little girl who in
climbing the tree disobeyed her father's command:

"The girl

was the only one that was brave enough to climb the tree to
2
see what was going on."
The image he refers to seems of
i

"An Interview with William Faulkner," by Jean Stein,
-*-n Writers at Work: the Paris Review Interviews, 1 st series,
ed. Malcolm Cowley (New York: Viking Press, 1959 ), p. 130.
O
^Frederick L. Gwynn and Joseph L. Blotner, eds.
Faulkner in the University (Charlottesville: University of
Virginia Press, 1959 )» P» 31 *
15

little consequence in the novel; it is merely the act that
culminates the activities of a very special day in 1898,
the day Damuddy dies.

And Caddy’s forbidden act is a peek

through the parlor window where the body of her dead grand
mother is lying in state.

On the surface level, the action

concerns a curious and headstrong little girl whose sensory
faculties belie adult explanations of certain events and
who must see for herself what dea.th means.
repeated references to the image leave

Faulkner’s

no doubt concerning

its significance; his establishment of its significance,
however, has led many critics to wonder why Faulkner, in
telling the story of the Compson family from a multiple,
viewpoint, failed to allow the reader to look into the
consciousness of Caddy.

The answer seems simple enough--

the story is not about Caddy’s consciousness; it is about
her tragedy, or more correctly, it is about the responses
of her three brothers to her breach of morality which is
both symbolized and foreshadowed in the muddy drawers
scene.

The fact that Faulkner places her in the tree and

the three brothers, each of whom is given a narrative
section, on the ground, suggests that the brothers’ lives
are shaped by the meaning they attach to the act that the
Caddy image in this scene foreshadows— her disobedience of
the moral code and hence her loss of virginity.

Caddy

serves as a unifying device in each of the counterpointed
sections which record the consciousnesses of the brothers

17

as they relive, agonize over, and react to their sister’s
moral conduct and its consequences.
To speak of what Caddy's act means to Benjy, the
youngest of the three brothers and the one to whom the
first narration is accorded, is somewhat misleading, for
Benjy, an idiot, lacks the mental capacity for any response
except spontaneous emotion or free association of recol
lections.

Yet it is clear from the outset that in his

consciousness Caddy was and is the point of focus, even
though her act has no moral meaning for him.

Because she

is the only human being who has ever loved him, she
provides, even eighteen years after she has gone away, the
order and stability that his static and timeless world
demands.

To Benjy, who is destined to remain forever

innocent, she

is simply the mother figure.

To Quentin, however, Caddy's role is not quite so
simple.

She represents womanhood in its purest state, but

at the same time she carries the seeds of destruction not
only for her own sex but also for that of the male who
lacks the secret knowledge of and
evil.

the ability to cope with

Quentin is obsessed by the idea of purity— both his

and his sister's.

Because he can neither accept nor reject

the knowledge that her a.ct brings upon him, his conscious
ness is divided, tortured.

He cannot adjust to, or live

with, the banality of evil any more than he can admit that
it does not exist; therefore, he destroys himself.

Unlike

18

his younger brother, Tor whom Caddy will always "smell like
trees," Quentin cannot remain innocent; his state is best
described, in terms of his narration, as one of awareness.
To Jason, the middle brother, Caddy’s moral degradation
means no more than deprivation of physical comforts and loss
of prestige.

In his translation of her shame to terms of

selfhood, he clearly exemplifies total depravity.

Through

rationalization of his economic and social plight, he
accepts a materialistic world on its own terms and becomes
so immersed in making money that he retains not one vestige
of spiritual awareness.
Cleanth Brooks points out that the states of conscious
ness of the three brothers provide several different modes
of interpretation, among them language, concepts of love,
and concepts of

time.3

Scholarship in general has, of

course, recognized that the genius of the novel rests
largely on the technique of contrasts; indeed, Faulkner
himself said that it was conceived in those t e r m s I t

has

also been recognized that in spite of the seeming unconcern
with chronology and plot structure, there is a progression.
Olga Vickery speaks of the progression from the "completely
closed and private world" of the Benjy section to the
-^William Faulkner: The Yoknapatawpha Country (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1963), p. 32FI
^Faulkner at Nagano, ed. Robert A. Jelliffe (Tokyo:
Kenkyusha Ltd., 1958), rpt. in Twentieth Century Interpre
tations of "The Sound and the Fury," ed. Michael H. Cowan
(Englewood Cliffs, N. J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1968), p. 1ip.
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"public world" of the Jason section,^ and Brooks calls the
movement of the novel "a progression from murkiness to
increasing e n l i g h t e n m e n t . T h e s e observations that there
is movement are related to the approach that this study
proposes for viewing these states of consciousness:
namely as the stages in the drama of m a n ’s alienation from
God, first innocence, then awareness, finally depravity.
Faulkner departs from the Calvinist paradigm, which, of
course, recognizes only the states of innocence and total
depravity.

Such a departure or reconstruction is totally

in keeping with Faulkner’s over-all use of Biblical
mythology:

he consistently avoids pure allegory— preferring

instead allusions, images, sometimes even inversions, to
strict correspondences.

Another way of defining this

approach is to suggest that Benjy’s innocence is counter
pointed by both Quentin's and Jason's fallen or depraved
natureso

The two older brothers dramatize two aspects of

Calvinism that Faulkner recognizes in all his major works—
obsession with morality and immersion into materialism.
Once we understand that the novel is an exploration of
innocence and evil we can grasp the rationale of Benjy's
narrating the first book.
^The Novels of William Faulkner: A Critical Interpre
tation (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press,
1961), p. 30.
^William Faulkner:

The Yoknap at awpha Country, p.
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Benjy is a personification of innocence; that is, he
is morally pure because as an idiot he has no mental
capacity to know that right and wrong exist, much less to
make a choice.

He is not, of course, innocent in Calvin-

istic terms, since all human beings are depraved, but he
is Faulkner’s human equivalent of innocence.

Faulkner said

in defining his innocence, "I mean innocence in the sense
that God had stricken him blind from birth, that is, mind
less."?

Lawrence Bowling in treating this theme in The

Sound and the Fury makes a point of showing that Benjy is
innocent in the humanistic, as distinguished from the
Puritanic, sense of the word.

His distinction--that

Benjy’s innocence stems from his witlessness, his idiocy,
rather than from moral purity— is valid.

However, he goes

on to describe Quentin as innocent in the Puritanic sense—
"morally pure, virtuous."®

The difficulty with a rigid

application of these definitions to members of the Gompson
family (he categorizes them all) is that the second
definition is not literally applicable to any human being,
surely not Quentin Compson whose knowledge of, or acquaint
ance with, guilt, sin, and moral wrong propel him to selfdestruction.

Innocence then mustbe defined rather

for surely if we adhere to humanistic

loosely,

distinctions, we must

?Faulkner at Hagano, rpt. in Twentieth Century
Interpretations of "The Sound and
theFury," p . 11p.
^Lawrence Bowling, "Faulkner
andthe Theme of
Innocence," Kenyon Review, 20 (1958)* ij.66-68.
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toss the entire Compson family into that tradition and for
get about the other.

Benjy then is not innocent literally

in a Calvinistic sense; he is merely unintelligent.

But

in his lack of knowledge of good and evil he represents the
kind of blissful prelapsarian state that Milton dramatizes
in Paradise Lost.
The time period most alluded to in Benjy’s section is
the day of Damuddy’s death in 1898— thirty years before the
action begins.

Present sense impressions fuse with those

of that day to present a timeless world, an insulated and
isolated spot which in many respects suggests Milton’s
Puritanic version of the Garden.

Seen from Benjy’s

innocent-eye point of view, the Compson garden has a
quality of radiance, of brilliance which illuminates the
flora and fauna.

A bird ’’slants and tilts”; "the flag

flapped on the bright grass and trees"; "the sun was cold
and bright"; "the grass was buzzing in the moonlight."

The

opening page alone contains three references to flowers and
three to grass.

Brooks speaks of this section as being

filled with a kind

cf "primitive poetry, a poetry of the

senses, rendered with great immediacy, in which the world
g
for Benjy is a kind of confused blooming buzz."
There are
no philosophical concepts to reflect upon; there are no
problems to solve.

There are only sensations— smell, touch,

^William Faulkner:

The Yoknapatawpha Country, p. 326.
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taste, sight, and sound.

No abstract moral codes impinge

upon this primeval and pristine world.

The only negative

features are nails which cause pain as Benjy climbs through
a fence, the smell of a foreign odor for which he can find
no equivalent in his ordered world, and the eyes of a
loved one that betray a change in her.

The quality of

physical brightness accentuates, as in Milton’s Garden, the
state of innocence; Benjy perceives the world, except for
its few negative features, as it was before the Pall.
Other sensory details reinforce the idea of his Edenic
perception.

His bed smells like T. P.--good.

Since Benjy

has no social consciousness, his olfactory glands are
totally unconditioned to the offensiveness of the so-called
Negro odor.

Gaddy’s odor is natural:

trees, like leaves, like rain.

she smells like

Fire has no negative

connotations for him; he loves to watch it dance on the
hearth.

He has no sense of gradation:

when Luster sub

stitutes a jimson weed for the flower Benjy is accustomed
to holding, he perceives no difference.

When the birds come

down to eat with the cows and when the calf gets in the
pigpen, he has no sense of violation of order.
Further suggestions of Milton’s Eden occur as the
events of the day in 1898 well up in Benjy’s consciousness.
Significantly we find that Benjy spends the major portion
of his time in the garden, as Caddy’s words, or a variation
of them, become commonplace:
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"Come on Benjy. W e ’re going outdoors again."
buttoned ray overcoat.^0

She

On the literal level their staying outdoors is plausible
since the neurotic mother cannot bear the sight of her
idiot son; on the symbolic level it allows Faulkner more
latitude for exploitation of Biblical mythology, both in
topography and actions.
Although the Compson property is difficult to reconstruct since we get only snatches of description,

11

we do

know that it is an enclosed area in which lush vegetation
grows, and through which, like Milton’s Eden where "murmur
ing water falls/Down slope hills . . . ," a branch runs.
The stream at the bottom of the hill is significant; it is
there that we get the first hints of Caddy’s strong will,
her penchant for disobedience and defiance of authority.
Caddy, having wet her dress in the branch, in spite of
Quentin’s admonitions, undresses and stands before her
brothers and Versh in her underclothes.

Even at the early

age of nine, Quentin displays a fully developed sense of
morality.

Infuriated at both her lack of modesty and her

defiance of his command, he slaps her and causes her to fall
into the muddy branch.

Later she flaunts her indifference

^°The Sound and the Fury, Modern Library Edition (1929;
rpt. New York: Random House, 19l|6), p. 28. All subsequent
references are to this edition and are included in the text.
^ I t has been reconstructed with tedious precision.
See George R. Stewart and Joseph M. Backus, "Each in Its
Ordered Place," American Literature, 29 (1§58)» ipipO—^6.
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toward punishment:

"I hope we do get whipped . . .

I don’t

give a cuss" (p. 39).
As the day progresses and the children move across the
garden, Caddy feels some new and indefinable sensation
related to the grandmother, and looking back down the hill
at Quentin, she notices "a frog at the brick wall, squatting
in the middle of it."

Jason pokes it with his toe, and

Versh. warns that "He’ll make a wart on you!"

Again, on the

literal level, both the presence of the frog in the flower
garden and Versh’s prediction that contact with it will
cause a wart are plausible details.

Called to mind

immediately, however, is the scene from Paradise Lost in
which Satan assumes the form of a toad to tempt Eve in a
dream:
. . . him they found
Squat like a toad, close at the ear of Eve
Assaying by his Devilish art to reach
The organs of her Fancy (IV, 800)
The bit of advice given by Versh has, of course, no specific
analogue in Paradise Lost; but if the frog is equated with
Satan, by extension the wart caused by contact with the frog
is the outward manifestation of internal blemish— original
sin.

But Caddy does not touch the frog; she continues to

walk on and to speculate on the meaning of all the lights in
the house and the strange events of which she has no
knowledge.

In spite of the family's considerable effort to spare
the children the knowledge of the grandmother's death, they
learn of it through Frony, one of the Negro servants.
Caddy's sole experience with death has been limited to that
of Nancy, a horse whose carcass had been eaten by buzzards.
There follow several remarks of speculation and Caddy
expresses disbelief that "buzzards will undress Damuddy."
Thus in the pattern of the action, an image is interjected—
an image that has its genesis in antecedent action but which
functions in this context to strengthen the Edenic overtones.
The repeated mention of the bird of prey calls to mind
another of Satan's disguises in Paradise Lost.

Since God

had warned his angels to be vigilant lest Satan attempt
to enter, he reasons that it would be both logical and
practical to assume the shape of a bird:
Thence up he flew, and on the Tree of Life,
The middle Tree and higjhest there that grew
Sat like a Cormorafob; yet not true life
Thereby gained, but sat devising Death
To them that lived . . . (IV, 125).
If Faulkner had been working strictly within the allegorical
mode, he night have reversed the frog-bird scenes and thus
followed Milton's chronology.

He might also have established

closer connections with Milton's frog and bird of prey.

He

is not interested, however, in a one-to-one correspondence;
instead he prefers subtle suggestions that in the total
framework elicit a sense of foreboding.

That feeling

culminates in the image of the serpent, which suggests
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Milton's version of the Pall:
A snake crawled- out from
said he wasn't afraid of
was but she wasn't. And
afraid and Caddy said to
said.
(p. 56)

under the house. Jason
snakes and Caddy said he
Versh said they were both
be quiet, like Father

The snake slithers off and is not mentioned again.

Like

the frog it might be construed as having a rightful place
in a realistic Southern garden, but in terms of action,
neither serves any literal function.

Prony, not the snake,

has whetted Caddy's curiosity by taunting her with a
superior knowledge.

It seems plausible then to interpret

the frog, the bird, and the snake as allusions which
suggest the Miltonic version of the Original Pall and
which foreshadow the final fall of Caddy.
Caddy, still curious about the unusual activities of
the household, orders Versh to help her up into the fruit
tree, a vantage point for looking into the parlor and
hence into the adult world.

The scene that follows might

be considered a secularized version of Milton's Edenic
scene, and is, of course, replete with both irony and
humor:
"Your paw told you to stay out of that tree." Versh
said.
"That was a long time ago." Caddy said.
"I
expect he's forgotten about it. Besides he said to
mind me tonight." "Push me up, Versh," Caddy said.
"All right," Versh said. You're the one going to
get whipped.
I aint." He went and pushed Caddy
into the tree to the first limb. We watched the
muddy bottom of her drawers.
Then we couldn't see
her. We could hear the tree thrashing."
(p. 58)
God's command "Ye shall not eat of it, neither shall ye

27

touch it lest ye die" echoes

in the reminder given by Versh,

whose role is suggestive of Milton’s Adam.

Just as Eve

disobeyed her Father in order to gain forbidden knowledge
and was thereby sentenced— "the wages of sin is death"—
Caddy disobeys her "paw" in an effort to have her eyes
opened--to see as he sees.

She looks upon death, but her

childhood naivete, like Eve’s innocence, prevents immediate
understanding of its implications.

Finally the strong image

of the stain on Caddy’s drawers suggests not only the
metaphorical "stain of sin" on Eve, but also the "unclean"
blood of the menstrual cycle which is often associated with
Eve’s sin.
There can be no doubt that this scene is the symbolic
Fall, the completion, the fulfillment of the earlier scene
at the branch in which her drawers are muddied.

It resembles

in many details the Edenic Fall and foreshadows the literal
fall which is to come later when Caddy surrenders her
virginity to Dalton Ames.

The importance of the symbolic

fall is further emphasized when Dilsey, putting the defiant
little girl to bed that night, scolds her:
"Just look at you." She wadded the drawers and
scrubbed Caddy’s behind with them.
"It done soaked
clean through into you. But you w o n ’t get no bath
this night."
(p. 93)
The irony is unmistakable— two levels of meaning are
apparent.

The mud stain, associated with the literal fall

at the branch earlier, is transferred to the skin to
signify an inner state of corruption.

This blemish functions
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very much as the skin discoloration in Hawthorne's "The
Birthmark":

not to signify any conscious act of sin but

rather to symbolize the inclination to sin that is at the
very heart of man's nature.
Benjy's response, or lack of response, to time further
indicates his innocence.

Although man is depicted as

having entered time in both the Biblical account of Eden
and Milton's poetic version of it, there is no sense of
time in either account.

Because the state of innocence is

dependent upon unawareness of time, human sense of
temporality began with the Pall rather than with Creation.
Benjy, like Adam, has no consciousness of time, no
memories.

Events of 1898 are confused with events of 1928

when a sensation causes two events
to merge.
present.

(sometimes more than two)

The past simply does not exist as past; all is
Unlike his brothers' responses, which can be

validated by psychology as realistic, Benjy's responses
have no equivalents in the known world.

Faulkner represents

Benjy as an i d i o t , ^ and since little is known of the
workings of the abnormal mind, he renders a plausible
effect while at the same time suggesting a Biblical
parallel which sets Benjy in sharp relief against his
Calvinistic brothers.

Evelyn Scott, in an early review of

1>
Faulkner once said that he made Benjy an idiot in
order to get the most out of the idea of "blind selfcenteredness of innocence." See Faulkner at Nagano, rpt.
in Twentieth Century Interpretations of "The Sound and the
Fury,"p. 1A
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the novel, calls attention to this parallel:
Benjy is like Adam with all he remembers in the
garden and one foot in hell on earth.
This was
where knowledge began and for Benjy time is too
early for any spurious profiting by knowledge. ^3
In any case, for Benjy all of historical time is frozen
into one moment, crystallized into one single image.
Although his narration covers a thirty-year period, and
through the range of his memory tells the Compson family
story, each image is autonomous, at the same time including
and submerging previous related images.

His consciousness

renders a concentration on four levels of time with no
distinctions for him:

the day of Damuddy's death in 1898,

the cold day in 1906, the day his name is changed in 1900,
and the day of Caddy’s wedding in 1910.
His narration begins on Easter Eve in 1928 as he and
Luster move along the fence in the Compson garden where a
nearby golfer’s use of the word caddie calls to mind the
image of his sister Caddy.

When on the ws.y to the branch

' with Luster, he is climbing through a fence and snags him
self on a nail, the pain becomes the same pain he felt on
a similar excursion with Caddy on the cold

chy in 1906.

This sensation causes other events associated with cold to
flood his mind, including Caddy and the smell of leaves
"*3”0n William Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury1’ (New
York: Jonathan Cape and Harrison Smith, 1929), rpt.
Twentieth Century Interpretations of ’’The Sound and the
Fury, ” p . 1J+.
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associated with her.

When he and Luster reach the branch,

visual and tactile sensations result in transformation of
the present scene to one from childhood, dating back to
l898--the day of Damuddy's death and the dirty drawers
episode.
Thus it can be seen that in the span of time between
1898 and 1928, nothing has changed for Benjy.

Caddy, whose

breach of the moral code has so deeply affected the lives
of her two older brothers, and whom Benjy has not seen since
her wedding day in 1910, remains for him the same person, a
person whose reality exists perhaps more in the sense of
smell than in any other way.

He narrates her acts of love

toward him and her acts of sexual promiscuity with equal
objectivity.

Since both to him are natural, he responds

neither positively nor negatively to the concepts them
selves, only to the physical sensations involved.

Caddy's

acts of love include providing him with a cushion to hold
and allowing him to look at the fire.
positive response.

These evoke a

With her acts of promiscuity are

associated certain sensations, for example, the smell of
perfume or a particular look in her eye; to these he reacts
negatively.

These responses are conditioned, however; they

are not instinctive recoiling from the smell of sin.

For

sixteen years, Caddy has "smelled like trees"; when he
suddenly detects a new odor— one foreign to his closed and
ordered existence, he bellows his protest of the change.

His noises are no more than the sounds made by the strings
1k
on a harp— response to a stimulus. ^

His tale is one told

by an idiot— signifying nothing, nothing, that is to him.
But because he has no sense of time, because he belongs to
a period when abstract codes of morality have not yet been
defined and materialism has not yet carved its place in
society, his tale signifies a great deal to the reader.

It

sets amorality and atemporality sharply against Calvinistic
values5 it constructs a backdrop of innocence for the
dramatization of Quentin's and Jason’s responses to Gaddy's
sin.
The Benjy section, filled with Biblical overtones, is
confined to the Compson garden.

Although in the actual

range of time and the narration of events, the story is
complete, relatively little of the meaning has been
revealed.

Chronologically Benjy’s section, because it

focuses on the early childhood scenes, establishes Caddy
as a unifying symbol and prepares the reader for her central
role in the Quentin section.

The static, almost Edenic

1i^In his essay "Mirror Analogues in The Sound and the
Fury,» Lawrance Thompson argues that Benjy has extraordinary
perception, that he "is represented as having instinctive
and intuitive power to differentiate between objects which
are life-encouraging and others which are life-injuring."
Although I cannot agree with this interpretation of Benjy’s
character, I find his ensuing argument altogether convincing
that Benjy serves as a moral mirror, his negative responses
to Caddy's promiscuity conveying meaning to the reader.
In
William Faulkner: Three Decades of Criticism, eds.
Frederick J. Hoffman and Olga Vickery (New York: Harcourt,
Brace and World, 19&3), PP« 21 ip-15 •

world of the innocent Benjy gives way to an antithetical
picture— Quentin’s world of flux which is shaped entirely
by his moral dilemma.

Quentin's reaction to Caddy's sexual

behavior gives it a magnitude entirely lacking in the
previous section.

His discovery of the evil in woman's

nature is only one reason for his spiritual malaise on his
final day; he also has to come to terms with the significance
of evil.

The

interior monologue in which he recounts the

important events of his life as they spring into his
consciousness

shows that he is even more obsessed with

Caddy than is his younger brother.

If innocence is at the

thematic center of the Benjy section, then awareness is at
the heart of this section, for Quentin's story, dating back
to his seventh year, is an initiation story.
Brooks sees the male initiation experience as one of
Faulkner's closest ties with the Calvinistic tradition--a
tradition which insists that since man may at any time have
to undergo tests of

courage and endurance, he "must have hits

sinews strung tight

for some moral leap or his back braced

so as to stand firm

againstthe push of circumstances."

initiation may be analogous

The

to conversion, and if the

character is successful in gaining knowledge of himself,
it is analogous to the sinner's experiencing salvation.
1B

"William Faulkner: Vision of Good and Evil," in his
The Hidden God: Hemingway, Faulkner. Yeats, Eliot, and
Warren (New Haven: Yale University Press, 19&3), p. 35*
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But Quentin is not successful; the discrepancy between his
ideals and actuality is too great.

In a manner of speaking

he has lost his innocence, a loss which for the Faulknerian
male is analogous to the Fall.

Symbolically, then, it is

against the backdrop of Edenic innocence that

Ihulkner

presents Quentin on the final ds.y of his life.
Unlike Benjy, for whom the reader can feel only pity,
Quentin is a three-dimensional character with whom the
reader becomes very closely involved.

Therefore, while

Benjy’s function can be reduced primarily to an allegorical
one for the purpose of counterpointing, Quentin must be
viewed as a. complex person whose attitudes that lead to his
rejection of knowledge are formed early in life through
cultural or family ties.
The genteel Southern reverence for womanhood, centering
on the question of chastity, was an exaggeration of the
general Victorian reverence for womanhood which, in turn, has
some analogies with the courtly love tradition.

In a sense,

a brother, especially an older one, was guardian of his
sister’s chastity, having from an early age absorbed the
idea that family honor and feminine virginity were
synonymous.

Placing high value on virginity is a part of

the character of Henry Sutpen in Absalom, Absalom! even
though he is ’’given to instinctive and violent action rather
than to thinking" and does not consciously dwell on his
sister’s chastity.

That reverence for womanhood is a part

of the Southern tradition, however, is clearly established
by Faulkner when he relates that all these thoughts con
cerning his sister's virginity went on not in the mind of
this "provincial" but rather "in his soul."

1A

Quentin

Compson, however, is introspective and consciously accepts
these traditional ideas on virginity and family honor.
Brooks calls him "a classical instance of the courtly
lover," pointing out that when Faulkner says in the
Appendix that "Quentin loved not his sister's body but some
concept of Compson honor" and that "he loved death above
all," he might be quoting Rougemont's Love in the Western
World.

He also finds several passages in the novel that

depict Quentin "in the guise of Rougemont's Tristan.""'''7
Whether or not we understand the Tristan story, or
Rougemont's view of it, precisely in Brooks's terms,
Quentin's preoccupation with Eros, honor, and death clearly
link him to the traditions of both Southern society and
courtly love.
Inextricably bound up with these ideas are Calvinistic
ideas on sex.

Calvinism stresses external law:

the

Pentateuch, for instance, in which the prescribed punish
ments are severe for violation of the sexual code.
Victorian emphasis on virginity and purity in obedience to
1^Absalom, Absalom! Modern Library Edition (Hew York:
Random House, 1936), p* 96. All subsequent references are
to this edition and are included in the text.
^ W i l l i a m Faulkner:

The Yoknap at awpha Country, p. 332.

an external code fused to impose rigid restrictions upon
the Southern woman and equally demanding conduct upon the
male members of her family.

In social terms, loss of

virginity meant not only loss of individual respect but
also loss of family honor, and in many minds it suggested
the Fall and its consequences.
W. J. Cash wrote in his Mind of the South of the
tensions in Southern manhood between hedonism and
Puritanism--the hedonistic aspect satisfied itself in a,
courtesan while Calvinistic piety fused with chivalric
idealism to glorify Southern womanhood and to give lip
service to such ancient and traditional forms as the
following toast given at a fraternity banquet:
To woman, lovely water of the Southland, as pure
and as chaste as this sparkling water, as cold as
this gleaming ice . . . virtue and chastity.^
These are societal or cultural attitudes; the relevance
they hold for any individual depends upon the degree of
affirmation or negation they find in the immediate environ
ment, for Cash notwithstanding, the South was not of one
mind.

The case of Quentin Compson’s parents bears this

point out.
It is hard to imagine a more incompatible couple.

Any

basis for Mr. and Mrs. Compson’s attraction has disappeared
by the time of the earliest narration, 1898; and if there
^®The Mind of the South (New York:
1 9 V I ) , P. 3 3 2 .

A. A. Knopf Co.,
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was ever a time when the Compsons had common aspirations
for their children, that time is also past.

We are first

introduced to a nihilistic father and a simpering mother
who are attempting to inculcate antithetical values in
their children.
Mrs. Compson, a self-righteous hypochondriac, views
herself as the epitome of Southern womanhood; actually she
is a classic example of the fusion of the Victorian and
Calvinistic traditions.

She is, by choice, frail, helpless,

and innocent of the world.

Jason relates that "when she

happened to see [a boy] kissing Caddy . . . all next day
she went around the house in a black dress and veil and
even Father couldn’t get her to say a word except crying
and saying her little daughter was dead" (p. 2lp7).

She is

not unaware of all the characteristics of the tradition,
frailty least of all:

"Nobody knows how I dread Christmas.

I am not one of those women who can stand things" (p. 28).
And on the subject of morality, she is adamant:

"When I

was a girl I was taught that there is no halfway ground
that a woman is either a lady or not but I never dreamed
when I held [Caddy] in my arms that any daughter of mine
could let herself . . . ." (p. 122).

The point here is

that she is equating class with morality.

Because the

Compson family is honorable (that is, it is composed of a
line of illustrious figures), it should also be moral, at
least on the surface.

She renounces her husband and

attempts to repudiate her own children because she feels
that despite her righteousness, her presence in the "high
and mighty" Compson household makes her a target for
punishment by a wrathful Calvinistic God.

Benjamin’s

idiocy had been interpreted as punishment enough, but
Caddy’s flouting the moral code is retribution for some
unnamed Compson sin.

Always sick and whimpering, shifting

the responsibility for Benjy onto Caddy’s shoulders, she
is not presented as having one positive fea.ture.

And for

all her spouting Calvinistic language of punishment, sex,
corruption, absolution of sins, and curse (pp. 122-23 ),
she never engages her children in a conversation relating
to concrete realities.
theological words around

She merely tosses abstract
in. an accusing manner, a manner

which suggests that even slight deviation from the sexual
code would result in social disgrace and eternal damnation.
It is no wonder then that Quentin is confused when he
listens to his father’s nihilistic philosophy, because he
is attempting to formulate beliefs based on two opposing
and equally destructive views.

Mr. Compson has no

illusions about women; in fact, he has no illusions about
anything:
Father said men invented virginity, not women
Father says its like death; only a state in which
the others are left and I said, But to believe it
doesnt matter and he said, Thats what so sad about
anything.
(p. 97)
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From the earliest episode in the novel (1898) we see that
it is Quentin's nature to imbue every act with significance.
Gaddy's defiant acts at the branch— getting her drawers wet
and removing her dress— were far more to the nine-year-old
Quentin than the acts themselves; even then the world was
charged with meaning.

And Caddy’s sexual misbehavior is

now translated into terms of an abstract moral code.

But

his father, who has learned that he can bear life only by
negating it, by regarding every act an exercise in futility,
passes on the conclusions he has reached— that his daughter
is no different from any other woman; women donot have

to

discover evil; it is an integral part of them:
Women are like that they dont acquire knowledge of
people . . . they are just born with a practical
fertility of suspicion that makes a crop every so
often and usually right they have an affinity for
evil for supplying whatever the evil lacks in itself
for drawing it about them instinctively as you do
bedclothing in slumber fertilising the mind . . .
until the evil has served its purpose whether it
ever existed or no.
(pp. 115-18)
Brooks believes

that Mr. Compson's cynicalideasabout

women and virginity are in part a defense mechanism thrown
up to soften the blow for both himself and Quentin, for
although he "counseled acquiescence in the meaninglessness
of existence," it is probably from him that Quentin gained
19
his abstract code of honor and its demands. 7

Of course

it is not always possible to know from the context to what
19

7William Faulkner:

The Yoknap at awpha Country, p. 336.
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period his father's remarks belong.

There is every reason

to believe that his negative attitude increased with his
drinking and vice versa and that they both increased
directly in proportion to Caddy's sexual improprieties;
still in view of Mr. Compson's character it is difficult to
believe that his refusal to give meaning to Caddy's act is
an attempt "to soften the blow."
Mr. Compson's negative view of women, regardless of
how and when it was derived, has certain affinities with
a Calvinistic morality which is decidedly masculine in
that it views man's drives as the symbol of his fallen
state, and woman not only the instrument of his fall but
also the impediment to his redemption.

PO

Quentin Compson, then, is a curious mixture of
romantic idealism, classical stoicism and cynicism, and
Calvinistic morality,

all of which are a part of his

cultural consciousness but which find vitality in the
Compson household.

His mother is narrow and simple-minded,

as her solution to Caddy's initial problem reflects:
[She] corrupts the very air your children breathe
Jason [Mr. Compson] you must' let me go away I cannot
stand it let me have Jason and you keep the obhers
theyre not my flesh and blood . . . .
(p. 123)
Later when Caddy's sin is exposed by her husband, Mrs.
^ H a r o l d J. Douglas and Robert Daniel, "Faulkner and
the Puritanism of the South," Tennessee Studies in Litera
ture, 2 (1957), 10-11 .
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Compson does repudiate Caddy and forbids that her name be
mentioned.
If Mrs. Compson can be accused of blowing the problem
up, Mr. Compson is guilty of the opposite extreme.
refuses to give

He

it any meaning at all, explaining that all

women are basically evil.

He does, however, attempt to

make a distinction between sin and morality:
[Quentin] Done in Mother’s mind though. Finished.
Finished.
Then we were all poisoned [Father) you
are confusing sin and morality \<romen don’t do that
your mother is thinking of morality whether it be
sin or not has not occurred to her.
(p. 121)
Obviously the distinction is also too subtle for Quentin.
Caught between txtfo extremes, he is unable to come to terms
with Caddy’s act--with evil itself.

He quotes his father

while behaving like his mother.
Tracing the source of Quentin’s attitudes— the
external circumstances

that help cast his mind in a par

ticular bent— aids in understanding his behavior on the
last day of h>s life, for it is from this vanta.ge point
that he reconstructs all of the events that lead to his
suicide.

And it is only thrdugh his consciousness that

Caddy’s promiscuity begins to take on the dimensions and
magnitude of original sin.

He is not content with mere

fornication but must see it in a loftier context.

He is

in this sense the epitome of what Richard Chase describes
as Puritanism:

” [it] insisted on grand metaphors of

election and damnation . . . [of] eternal antinomies and
21

contraries of good and evil.”

Evil as an abstraction is

not new to Quentin, but according to his father, Caddy as
a woman embodies it without either knowing or caring.

His

problem then is to face not only the shattering of his
Calvinistic ideals regarding virginity, but also to face
the fact that the whole thing is meaningless, to throw away
the grand metaphors.

In his effort to reject this knowledge

regarding the nature and meaning of evil, three aspects of
his behavior stand out.

He destroys his watch (symbolically

time) because as a part of the finite world, time is evil;
he tramples upon and attempts to evade his shadow (symboli
cally the evil part of himself); and finally, he removes
all spots and stains from physical objects (symbolically
purifying himself).

His attitudes are ambivalent and his

reasons complex, but they have their genesis in his parents1
antithetical responses to Caddy’s behavior.
His actions throughout his final day indicate that he
is obsessed with time in all of its aspects and implications.
His first denial of it is turning his watch face down;
moments later, he strips the watch of its hands, but he
cannot keep his eyes from the shadows on the window by
which he has learned to estimate time very accurately.
the broken watch ticking away in his pocket, he finds
^ The Democratic Vista (Garden City:
Anchor, 195®)» P» 3^-

Doubleday-

With

^2

himself instinctively drawn to a jeweler's where he asks
questions about the accuracy of the clocks but warns the
jeweler not to tell him the time.

His mind recalls the

words of his father that "clocks slay time . . . that time
isdead as long as it is being clicked
wheels; only when the clock stops
(p. 101).).

off by little

does time come to life"

But Quentin's responses to mechanical time

indicate that his feelings are quite opposite— that only
by stopping symbols of time (clocks, watches) can he get
outside of its malignant force.
He must destroy time first because it is destructive.
Time destroyed Caddy’s innocence.

A timeless, eternal

state will also be a sexless, sinless state--a recapturing
of the innocent condition of childhood.

Mark Spilka makes

an interesting point in this connection:
[Quentin] remembers, as he wakes, how his father
had likened the parade of time to Jesus walking down
the light-rays; how he had said "that Christ was not
crucified: he was worn away by a minute clicking of
little wheels"; and further, that clocks slay time,
"that time is dead as long as it is being clicked
off by little wheels; only when the clock stops does
time come to life." In stopping time, apparently,
Quentin has been trying to bring time and Christ to
life. The little wheels of the clock-machines suggest
finitude and relativity, attributes of industrialism. ^
Spilka refers to an essay by Lewis Mumford which holds that
the mechanical age began with the invention of the time
piece, dividing the day into finite moments.
22

The advent of

"Quentin Compson's Universal Grief," Contemporary
Literature, 11 (1970), ij-57.
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the mechanical, the finite, meant death for the spiritual,
the infinite.23
A second reason for destroying time is that time will
destroy the significance of Caddy’s act; his father had said
"you cannot bear to think that someday it will no longer
hurt you" (p. 196).

A timeless state will, on the other

hand, freeze his pain into eternity so that the months,
the years, cannot diminish its significance.

Related to the

timeless state he is contemplating here is his earlier
vision of himself and Caddy in hell.

To add further

significance to the act, Quentin has told his father that
it was he, not some local boy, who had violated his sister’s
chastity:
I think you are too serious to give me any cause
for alarm you wouldn’t have felt driven to the
expedient of telling me you had committed incest
otherwise and i i wasnt lying i wasnt lying and he
you wanted to sublimate a piece of natural human
folly into a horror and then exorcise it with truth
and i it was to isolate her out of the loud world
so that it would be as though it had never been.
(P. 195)
Quentin’s father, both perceptive and realistic, tries to
explain to Quentin a few basic facts— first of all, that no
one is exempt from evil: it is "the sequence of natural
events and their causes which shadow every man’s brow even
Benjy’s" (his equivalent of original sin); and second, that
he, Quentin, in his grandiose lie that will send him and
23Technics and Civilization (New York:
Brace and World, 193 k ) > PP« 12-18.

Harcourt,
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his sister to a private hell, is contemplating "an apotheosis
in which a temporary state of mind will become symmetrical
above the flesh" (p. 196).

The gist of Mr. Compson’s advice

to his son is to accept the physical world as it is and not
deny the flesh.

But if Quentin the Calvinist must accept

sin, then Quentin the romantic insists that it not be mere
sin, that it be a "hell beyond that; the clean flame the two
of us amid the pointing and the horror beyond the clean
flame" (p. 135)*

Quentin no doubt has in mind a Dantean

kind of hell; however, Brooks sees in Quentin’s monstrous
exaggeration a strain of Puritanism:
Quentin reveals his Puritanism most obviously in
his alarm at the breakdown of sexual morality. When
the standards of sexual morals are challenged a
common reaction and one quite natural to the Puritans
is to try to define some point beyond which surely
no one would venture to transgress— to find at least
one act so horrible that everyone would be repelled
by it.^4
Robert M. Slabey sees in Quentin's "romantic sensibility" an
element of Manichaeism in his revulsion from physical
aspects of life--"sex, the limited, the temporal"— a
repudiation of the realities of life and a yearning after
the "infinite and timeless."^

Although Slabey does not

make the connection, a definite one exists between
^4william Faulkner:
PP. 331-32.

The Yoknapatawpha Country,

^"Quentin as Romantic," from "The 'Romanticism' of
The Sound and the Fury," The Mississippi Quarterly, 16
(1963), rp't. Twentieth Century Interpretations of "The
Sound and the Fury," p. 8l .

Puritanism and Manichaeism--both stress the dualistic nature
of man and the separation of flesh and spirit.

Quentin’s

fight against time, which culminates in his suicide, is an
attempt to set the spirit free from the pollution of the
flesh.
A further reason for Quentin’s need to destroy time is
that it is filth— human excrement related to physical
processes.of the body.

He recalls his father's comments on

the inexorability of time and the uselessness of speculation
and how his father related time to excrement:
Father said that constant speculation regarding the
position of mechanical hands on an arbitrary dial
which is a symptom of mind-function. Excrement
Father said like sweating.
(p. 96)
Later his father relates time to the menstrual flow of
women:
Delicate equilibrium of periodical filth between
two moons balanced. Moons he said full and yellow
as harvest moons her hips and thighs. Outside
outside of them always but. Yellow.
Feetsoles with
walking like. Then know that some man that all
those mysterious and imperious concealed . . . .
Liquid putrefaction like drowned things floating
like pale rubber flabbily filled getting the odour
of honeysuckle all mixed up.
(p. Iij.7)
It is obvious throughout his section that Quentin fears the
physical aspects of his own body as well as Caddy's.

He is

repelled by menstrual blood and morbidly associates the
cloying odor of honeysuckle and the dull neutral color of
gray with sexuality.

In this passage the menstrual flow,

which is contingent upon time and which in the local idiom
of Faulkner country is called "the curse," picks up the
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earlier symbolic association of Eve and original sin.

That

Quentin thinks of Gaddy’s sin in these terms is evident in
at least two passages in which he is recalling Gaddy’s
sickness:

"the curtains leaning in on the twilight upon

the odour of the apple tree . . . the voice that breathed
o ’r eden" (p. 12lp) and again "the apple tree leaning on my
hair above the eden" (p. 132).

In the same context he

recalls Caddy’s statement which shocks him but which also
appeals to his dark sense of evil which he is attempting
to deny:
There was something terrible in me sometimes at
night I could see it grinning at me I could see
it through them grinning at me through their faces
it’s gone now and I ’m sick.
(p. 131)
"What does it look like, Caddy . . . That that grins
at you that thing through them" he queries.

This image,

which in its va.gueness is even more terrible, sounds more
like the projection of a fear planted in the girl’s mind
by her older brother than an externalization of her self
generated guilt feelingso

And it is likely also that she

is taking the typical Compson way out, for she had earlier
said she had to do it, and Quentin had cried "there’s a
curse on us its not our fault" (p. 176).
Denial of the dark side of his nature as it is symbolized
by his shadow is the second significant aspect of Quentin’s
behavior on his last day.

The shadow carries a generalized

negative connotation and has been the basis of several

kl
critical articles dealing with Quentin's neuroses.

Lawrance

Thompson, whose "Mirror Analogues" is one of the best-known
treatments of this image, says that "At first glance, this
echo of the traditional body-versus-spirit antithesis
suggests Quentin's warped Calvinistic Presbyterian
heritageo"

On second glance, Thompson discards the idea

in favor of an alter ego explanation, an interpretation
which is both plausible and sound, but which does not
obviate the possibility of an exploration of the former.
Called to mind in connection with the numerous shadow
images is Hawthorne’s extensive use of Ilight and dark,
sunlight and shadows.

Though there is no specific analogue,

Faulkner's usage here is probably closer to "Young Goodman
Brown" than to any other Hawthorne work.

If we interpret

Brown's journey into the dark forest as a spiritual selfexamination necessitated by a Puritan sense of guilt, we
must view the devil as the external projection of the sense
of evil that generates the guilt feeling.

Of course

Hawthorne's story is a romance; it mingles fact and fancy
freely and makes no pretense at surface realism, whereas
Faulkner's is grounded in reality.

In spite of differences

in technical modes, it is impossible to miss the similarity
in meaning that light and darkness hold for the two
novelists.

Just as shades of light and dark inform;

Hawthorne's tale, the account of

the last day of Quentin's

p/L

Willian Faulkner;

Three Decades of Criticism, p. 218.

life is dominated by sunlight and shadow images.

And

though Brown’s knowledge of evil does not spur immediate
action, like Quentin’s, "his dying hour was gloom."
It has already been demonstrated that Quentin is
preoccupied with morality.

Whether or not his virginity

is a matter of morality or impotency has been the subject
of much speculation, but regardless of the answer, his
dilemma is a moral one; that is, he is concerned with
whether or not a breach of morality has any meaning, and
because he fears that it does not, he opts to terminate
his life before the meaninglessness penetrates his
consciousness.

But his Calvinistic sense of sin still

recognizes the dualistic nature of man and equates flesh
with evil and spirit with good.

In his attitude toward his

shadow, Quentin again comes very close to Manichaeism.
Manichaeans believe that m a n ’s soul, which arose from the
Kingdom of Light, wants to escape from the body, which
represents the Kingdom of Darkness.

Quentin's behavior

throughout his last day suggests that he wishes to destroy
or escape from his shadow, which, as a projection of his
physical body, represents evil.

The traditional Calvinistic

flesh-spirit conflict had, over a period of years, evolved
into a mind-spirit conflict, and in Quentin we see an
exemplification of Henry Bramford Parkes’s statement
regarding the Puritan heresy:

virtue "became cerebral

[a function of mind] instead of instinctive; the good man

k-9
was good because . . .

he obeyed an external code,"2? a

rational imperative.
The battle that is externalized in Quentin’s attempts
to trick or destroy his shadow is a body-mind struggle:
I thought about how when you don't want to do a
thing, your body will trick you into doing, sort
of unawares.
(p. 102)
The mind then must be constantly on guard; it must trick the
body first.

As Quentin stands on the bridge, he notices

his shadow "leaning flat upon the water" and speculates that
if he "only had something to blot it into the water, holding
it until it was drowned," (p. 109) he would be free.

Later

he thinks of "tread[ing] on my impervious shadow" (p. 11l|),
"impervious" probably because he has failed thus far in his
destructive efforts.

As his shadow continues to obtrude,

it ceases to be merely the outline of his body and becomes
the body itself, as the anatomical references show:
"Trampling my shadow's bones into the concrete with hard
heels" and "walk[ing] upon the belly of my shadow" (p. 115).
Mind (secularized spirit) has now become completely
dissociated from shadow (body) and so much in command that
during the remainder of the day, he "tramples," "steps,"
"walks," "treads," and "stands" upon his shadow and
ultimately rids himself of it when in his act of drowning
he "blots" his shadow out completely.

Triumph of mind sends

flesh to a watery grave where "when you leave a leaf in
27"The puritan Heresy," Hound and Horn, 2 (1932), 175*
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water a long time after awhile the tissue will be gone" and
where "when He says rise maybe . . .
floating up . . .

the eyes will come

to look on glory" (p. 135)*

The above interpretation of Quentin’s attitude toward
his shadow is based, of course, on his relationship to
secularized Calvinism.

In a more comprehensive view of

time, we might construe Quentin’s shadow as the projection
of his awareness of original sin.

At this point, the

terminology of myth or archetypal criticism may prove
helpful.

Dr. Carl Jung, whose major contribution to myth

criticism is his theory of racial memory and archetypes,
explains that underlying the personal unconscious, as
explained by Freud, is a collective unconscious, or racial
q

Q

memory, shared by all members of the human race.

Jung

labeled the contents of this racial memory "archetypes" and
declared that these archetypes are "older than historical
man . . . [that] they have been ingrained in him from
earliest times, and eternally living, outlasting all
generations, still make up the groundwork of the human
psyche."2^

The prevalence of similar motifs in the myths of

the Tirorld makes plausible the assumption, Jung explains,
that myths are archetypal representations on the racial
pQ

"Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious," The
Collected Works of _C. G. Jung, eds. Sir Herbert Read, et_ al
and trans. R. F. C. Hull (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1959), Vol. 9, Part 1, p. 3.
^ Psychological Reflections (Hew York:
Torchbooks, 1961), p. ij.2.

Harper

scale.

The first of these archetypes described by Jung is

called the Shadow, because it frequently appears in dreams
as a dark personification.

It represents those aspects of

the personality that one is reluctant to admit to and thus
acts as a corrective to the persona, a second archetype,
which is defined as the mask one weans in public, or the
outer self.

When one tends to identify too completely with

the outer self or persona, the Shadow rears itself.

Like

other archetypes, it may be either a beneficent or malignant
influence; when it is the

Hatter, it takes form of destructive

behavior.30
Quentin’s shadow objectifies
to acknowledge about himself.

everything that he refuses

It represents the racially

inherited but repressed sense of depravity associated with
fall from a paradisiacal state, in the Judeo-Christian
context, Edenic innocence.

As Quentin performs his

perfunctory, almost ritualistic, tasks of setting his
affairs in order, a sharp contrast between word and thought
becomes noticeable.

When he is speaking, as to Shreve or

Deacon or Spode, he is wearing his public mask (persona);
therefore, no one can detect the inner turmoil that comes
bursting forth in his thoughts.

Since the outer self is in

command, the Shadow makes itself not only known but obvious.
Jung writes:
A dim premonition tells us that we cannot be whole
^Collected Works, Vol. 9# p. 67.
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without this negative side, that we have a body
which . . . casts a shadow, and that if we deny
this body we cease to become three-dimensional and
become flat and without substance, yet this body
is a beast with a beast's soul . . . .
To unite
oneself with this shadow is to say yes to instinct,
that formidable dynamism lurking in the background.
Prom this the ascetic morality of Christianity wishes
to free us, but at the risk of disorganizing man's
animal nature at the deepest level.
Quentin in denying his shadow is simply refusing to unite
these archetypal components of his psyche.
obverse in terms

Evil and its

cf Calvinistic morality cannot exist

together; therefore, forces of darkness must be denied or
destroyed.

In spite of his many efforts to escape, his

shadow continues "pacing me, dragging its head through the
weeds"

(p. 152).

Louise Dauner comments that "the

connotation of it dragging its head through the weeds
suggests the sense of shame and guilt which Quentin must
bear with him wherever he goes."-^

The passage also

suggests Jung's words in discussing the Shadow as the darker
side of self:

"Taking it in its deepest sense, the shadow

is the invisible saurian tail that man still drags [italics
mine] behind him.»^3
Applying an archetypal interpretation to Quentin's
attitude toward his shadow aids in seeing it as Calvinistic.
^ "Two Essays on Analytical Psychology," Vol. 7, p. ij.0,
cf. Louise Dauner, "Quentin and the Walking Shadow: The
Dilemma of Nature and Culture," The Arizona Quarterly, 18
(1965), 167.

•32 "Quentin and the Walking Shadow," 167-^Psychological Reflections, p. 217*
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Although the shadow itself is an archetypal symbol,
Quentin's denial of it, his failure to unite the aspects
of his personality, to recognize that good and evil are
inextricably bound— further defines his Calvinistic
sensibility.
Just as Quentin's obsession with moral purity is
objectified in his attempt to deny time and his shadow, it
is further dramatized in his constant effort at cleanliness
and orderliness.

His extreme dislike for disorder is shown

early when he severely reprimands Caddy for muddying her
clothes.

In another early incident he is shown feeling an

acute sense of guilt because of a bit of childish sex play
with a neighbor girl.

When Caddy, like her father later

on, refuses to give significance to his "sinful act" he
"jumped as hard as I could into the hogwallow and mud
yellowed up to my waist stinking I kept on plunging until
I fell down and rolled over in it" (p. 155) •

In both

incidents Quentin clearly associates mud with sin.

It soon

becomes evident that his concern with physical spots and
stains is but an outward manifestation of his hyper
sensitivity to sexual morality.

His sister is a symbol of

chastity; she is soiled by sex.

Material objects that are

stained, soiled, or in a state of disorder then symbolize
Caddy’s loss of virginity and the consequential loss of
order in his world.

Lawrence E. Bowling, touching on this aspect of
Quentin’s behavior, catalogs the acts which show a morethan-normal concern for purity.

In the scene in which

Quentin and Caddy's bridegroom argue in the library,
Quentin’s primary concern is the fear that Herbert's cigar
will stain the mantel.

When as a child, he hunts

opossums

with the old Negro Louis Hatcher, Quentin is vexed by the
fact that Louis does not keep his lantern globe spotlessly
clean.

After his fight with Gerald Bland, he worries more

about the blood stain on his clothing than about his
injuries.

And as he thinks of suicide, one of the most

compelling features of death by water is that his body
will rest upon the "inviolate

sand.

"3^-

Even on the many

occasions when he contemplates being cast into a private
hell with Caddy, he always visualizes the flame as "clean."
The concluding paragraph, in which Quentin makes his
final preparations for suicide, shows him preoccupied with
stains and tidiness:
I entered the sitting room and turned on the light.
I put my vest on. The gasoline was faint now, barely
noticeable, and in the mirror the stain didn't show.
Not like my eye did, anyway.
I put on my coat.
Shreve’s letter crackled through the cloth and I took
it out and examined the address, and put it in my
side pocket.
Then I carried the watch into Shreve’s
room and put it in his drawer and went to my room
and got a fresh handkerchief and went to the door and
put my hand on the light switch. Then I remembered
I hadnt brushed my teeth, so I had to open the bag
again.
I found my toothbrush and got some of
^Bowling, lj.69.
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Shreve's paste and went out and brushed ray teeth.
I squeezed the brush as dry as I could and put it
back in the bag and shut it and went to the door
again. Before I snapped the light out I looked
around to see if there was anything else, then I
saw that I had forgotten ray hat. . . . I had
forgotten to brush it too, but Shreve had a brush,
so I didnt have to open the bag anymore.
(p. 197)
Quentin has obviously absorbed the Puritan ethic "Clean
liness is next to Godliness."
The Jason section moves us forward in time from 1910
to 1928 and southward from Harvard to Jefferson.

It shifts

us from the acutely sensitive mind of Quentin, who is
obsessed with morality, to the rationalistic mind of Jason,
who is immersed in materialism.

Like the Benjy and Quentin

sections, the Jason section focuses on one single day, and
all events are traceable in Jason1s mind to Caddy's
misbehavior.

But while Benjy moans, and Quentin agonizes,

Jason "struts and frets his hour upon the stage."
In many respects, Jason is the most credible character
among the three brothers, probably because he is shown
exhibiting human traits of pride, greed, and selfishness
while in interaction with society.

It is difficult, if not

impossible, however to identify with him because he has no
redeeming qualities.

Even if we accept his contention that

he has "been done in" by the maniacal members of his family,
we still cannot justify his cruel, sometimes sadistic
behavior.

56

If we view the Jason section by itself, we get nothing
more than a realistic portrayal of a typical small-town
businessman with a "dog-eat-dog" attitude.

His section

must be interpreted, however, in relation to the preceding
ones; and his character must be seen in light of that of
his brothers.

His function is contrapuntal.

the obverse of Efenjy’s innocence.
point clear:

His malice is

Faulkner makes this

MTo me he represented complete evil.

H e ’s

the most vicious character in ray opinion I ever thought
of.”J>

He is, then, the means by which Faulkner reinforces

the presence of evil in the world, and when viewed in
relation to Benjy, he functions symbolically as the
embodiment of evil.

But since objectification of evil

seems in the contemporary mind to demand some sort of
Satanic figure, the role of the harried, ineffectual Jason
is often misinterpreted.

His function is best understood

when viewed against that of Quentin; for the two brothers
represent different sides of the same coin--obsession with
moralism and total immersion into materialism.
Jason is Faulkner’s fallen, completely depraved man.
He is the rational man who has accepted the world as it is
and who has so inured himself to evil that he has convinced
himself of its non-existence.

He is further convinced that

speculation on such metaphysical problems is a luxury that
^ Faulkner at Nagano, rpt. Twentieth Centur;
Interpretations of 'The Sound and the Fury,” p . 1,
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the practical man-of-affairs cannot afford.

He is

Calvinism's final product— the man of Enlightenment whose
sense of ego is so strong that he cannot see any relation
ship between an abstract moral code and his own practical
affairs.

If purity in Quentin's mind is confused with

honor, then in Jason's world, honor has been replaced by
respectability, a necessity in the business world.

But in

spite of differing attitudes, he, like Quentin, defines
himself in his attitude toward time and women.

In addition,

he exhibits in his fallen nature an antipathy toward
external nature.
Faulkner develops the evil in Jason's nature through
his negative responses to anything that is natural.

Brooks

comments that evil for Faulkner "involves a violation of
nature and [it] runs counter to the natural appetites and
affections."

Unlike Quentin, Jason has no concept of

natural time; neither can he conceive of a state of
timelessness.

Time therefore has not the complexity for

him that it has for Quentin; it does, however, have
significance, because it translates into money.

Peter

Swiggart describes Jason's "practical obsession with the
36"Vision Gf Good and Evil," p. 29* Brooks goes on
to explain that Faulkner does not consider the natural and
instinctive and impulsive as necessarily good— that man
must face evil and make a choice.
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passage of time . . .
philosophical

a virtual parody on Quentin’s more

c o n c e r n . ”37

In the opening conversation in the Jason section,
Mrs. Compson praises Jason for being the only one of her
children who is not a reproach to her.

His reply sets the

tempo for the remainder of the section:
"Sure,” I says, ”1 never had time to be, I never
had time to go to Harvard like Quentin or drink
myself to death like Father.
I had to work.”
(p. 199)
From this point on Jason rushes frantically about, never
getting anywhere on time.

Time to him is a formal matter

recorded on the clock, at which he is constantly looking.
Unlike Quentin, he does not fight it; he respects it and
lives by it; he expects those around him to be as conscious
of it as he is.

When he reproaches Luster for not putting

the tire on the back of the car, Luster’s reply is an
unconscious travesty:

”1 aint had time” (p. 201).).

Jason

expects a censure from his employer for his tardiness-"I gave him a chance to say something about my being
late”— but receiving no reprimand, he goes to the back of
the store where old Job is uncrating cultivators "at the
rate of about three bolts to the hour” and verbally assaults
him for his unhurried pace:
"You’d better be glad you’re not a boll-weevil
waiting on the cultivator. Y o u ’d work yourself to
3?The Art of Faulkner’s Hovels (Austin:
of Texas Press, 19^2), p. 102.

University
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death before they'd be ready to prevent you."
(p. 207)
The old man's reply puts time in its proper perspective;
for the time he speaks of is natural, not mechanical:
"Dat's de troof . . . Boll-weevil got tough time.
Work ev'y day in the week out in de hot sun, rain
er shine. Aint got no front porch to set on en
watch de watermilyuns growin and Sat'dy dont mean
nothin a-tall to him."
(p. 208)
Jason's narration records the precise time for nearly every
act:

at "a couple of minutes to ten" he goes to get a

coca-cola; then he goes into the telegraph office to check
on the stock market at the exact moment "it struck ten."
The stock market episode crystallizes Jason's equation
of time with money.

Buying or selling at precisely the

right time determines whether one gets rich or loses every
thing.

He believes that as a rational businessman he has

a sense of timing, but other people habitually use his
time.

His frantic dashing about--watching the rise and

fall of the market, hunting for a blank check to forge,
making excuses at the store ("trying to hurry and all"),
watching for "Earl looking up and down the street with one
eye on the clock," and chasing young Quentin and the circus
man— consumes a gneat deal of time.

When Quentin asks him

for money, he replies that he has none, adding "I've always
been too busy to make any" (p. 261).
contains the essence of truth.

His sarcastic remark

He is so obsessed with time

and guards it so zealously that most of his motion is
wasted.
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Perrin Lowrey remarks that "Jason never thinks of time
in a continuum but always in a mechanical and minute-tominute sense."

His attitude is fatalistic:

he always

feels that "its only a question of time" or he "knew. . .
all the time" that some event is about to occur.

His

equation of time and money manifests itself in his tendency
to measure time in terms of the first and last of the
month--the time when bills come due and money comes in.
Unlike Quentin, he does not believe that clocks lie; as
mechanical devices they can be trusted; it is man who
lies.3®
Jason’s concept of time is totally consistent with his
rational point of view.

The past for him is unimportant

because it has already been ticked off by the hands of a
clock.

Only time in small segments has any meaning.

His

section ends with a fervent wish for time--a specific amount
for a specific reason— money:
And just let me have twenty-four hours without any
damn New York jew to advise me what it [the stock
market] is going to do. I don’t want to make a
killing; save that to suck in the smart gamblers
with.
(p. 280)
Jason’s attitude toward women places him even further
outside the pale of nature.
with the same words:

He begins and ends his section

"Once a bitch, always a bitch."

38 itconcepts of Time in The Sound and the Fury,n English
Institute Essays 195>2, ed. Alan S. Downer (New York: Ams
Press, 196^), p. 78.
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Though his words apply literally to young Quentin, it
becomes increasingly evident that all women are, in his
opinion, bitches.

Pie has no emotional attachment to any

woman; women exist in his world only to be exploited,
physically or financially.

He regards his whore on much

the same basis that he regards other business associates.
Last time I gave her forty dollars. Gave it to
her.
I never promise a woman anything nor let her
know what I ’m going to give her. That’s the only
way to manage them; Always keep them guessing.
If
you can’t think of any other way to surprise them,
give them a bust in the jaw. (p. 212)
He violates the Southern concept of womanhood by reducing
the sex act to a mechanical function; a service that must
be paid for and that must have no moral dimension.

He goes

to a whore much as one would go to a doctor or a lawyer,
but the fact of her being in Memphis is significant in that
it guarantees not only her distance but also her anonymity.
He is not sexually promiscuous, however; promiscuity
does not fit too well with routine and timetables.
entirely too sane for excess of any sort.

He is

His obsessive

concern for young Quentin's promiscuity stems not from
regard for her chastity, as

is the case with Quentin and

Gaddy, but rather with concern for appearance:
Like I say it’s not that I object to so much . . .
i t ’s because she hasn’t even got enough consideration
for her own family to have any discretion.
I ’m
afraid all the time I ’ll run into them right in the
middle of the street or under a wagon on the square,
like a couple of dogs.
(p. 257)
He has ’’every respect for a

good honest whore" whose sexual
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desires can be regulated on a commercial basis; he feels
only contempt for his niece who is following her natural
instincts has "no more respect for what I try to do for
her . . . than to make her name a byword in the town."

His

sexual habits are skillfully juxtaposed against those of
his niece, not to elevate primitive instincts over civilized
mores (it is easy to see that Jason’s harassment is in part
responsible for her sexual rebelliousness) but rather,
through ironic contrast, to highlight his mechanical
qualities and expose his hypocrisy.
John Lewis Longley defines a Faulknerian villain as
"one who with coldness and calculation carries out acts of
violence and injury, usually more damaging spiritually than
physically, upon the weak, the helpless children, or old
people, in other words, those unable to defend them
selves."^^

Jason qualifies as a villain in his exploi

tation of those weaker than he, especially women.

Because

his mother, from whom many of his attitudes stem, had
decreed that Caddy be banished for her sin, he is able to
effect a profitable financial arrangement whereby his
sister, his niece, and his mother are all duped, and his
bank account swells.
purely business basis.

Family emotional ties are put on a
Even beyond his rationalization that

the money is rightfully his, in compensation for the bank
-^The Tragic Mask: A Study of Faulkner’s Heroes
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1957),

p . 1k.0.

job that never materialized, is his firm belief that the
best interests of all are being served through his
duplicity.

Caddy, being weak (emotional), derives pleasure

from sending money for her daughter; similarly his mother
derives a vengeful sort of pLeasure from the check-burning
ritual.

Young Quentin has no real need for the money,

since she is provided with the physical necessities.
Therefore, in a kind of circular logic, the money belongs
to him.
Nor does Jason limit his exploitation and violation
to the weaker sex.

He shows a sadistic streak in taunting

Luster, particularly concerning the circus ticket.

He has

nothing to gain by burning the much-coveted ticket except
some sort of malign superiority derived from Luster's
disappointment.

Since there can be no practical gain, he

is satisfying a perverted emotion in taunting Luster.

His

attitude toward Benjy is perhaps most significant in terms
of defining his basic weakness.
toward Benjy which is

He feels an antipathy

aitirely plausible in terms of his

character but which is finally more understandable in terms
of pure allegory.

Melville explains this kind of antipathy

in Billy Budd when he juxtaposes Claggart, the master-ofarms who has "a depravity according to nature" with the
innocent sailor Billy Budd:
For what can more partake of the mysterious than
an antipathy spontaneous and profound such as is
evoked in certain exceptional mortals by the mere

611aspect of some other mortal, however harmless he
may be, if not called forth by this very harmless
ness itself?^
Jason, like Claggart, must destroy his obverse; this feat
he accomplishes through castrating Benjy (destroying the
life principle) and confining him in an institution.

His

feelings toward his brother are expressed in sterile and
mechanical metaphors--"the great American gelding snoring
away like a planing mill"--but there is an immediate
transference of the qualities back to the person that
conceived them.

With every word, every act Jason denies

the life principle and asserts a positivistic outlook,
although it is extremely doubtful that it is a formal
belief.

In this connection his attitude toward a

providential God is significant:
Talking about peace on earth good will toward all
and not a sparrow can fall to earth. But what does
he care how thick they get, he hasn’t got anything
to do; what does he care what time it is. He pays
no taxes; he doesn^’t have to see his money going
every year to have the courthouse clock cleaned to
where i t ’ll run.
(p. 261}.)
Implicit in his comment on God's indifference

("what does

he care") and his lack of responsibility (he hasn’t got
anything to do") is the idea of a mechanistic universe very
much like the courthouse clock, except that it needs no
maintenance.

God is not involved in the affairs of man;

the world operates well enough without Him.

The fact that

^ Billy Budd and Other Stories, ed. Rex Warner
(London: John Lehman Ltd., 1951), p. 253.

He pays no taxes guarantees His non-existence.

Jason often

thinks, he reveals in another context, about how mad the
man who gives five thousand a year to missionary work is
going to be when he finds out there is no heaven.
Finally, Jason’s character emerges in his attitude
toward external nature.

The passage cited above shows his

antipathy toward the sparrows, whose droppings not only
throw mechanical time off balance but also cost him money.
Like many other Faulknerian villains he is alienated from
nature.

When we compare him with Isaac McCaslin in Go

Down Moses, we get a better picture of him, for Ike is a
positive character who, in spite of his shortcomings, is
particularly useful in defining m a n ’s proper relationship
to nature.

While Ike’s attitude toward external nature is

reverent, almost sacramental, Jason sees nature as a
constant source of irritation:
I had gotten beggar lice and twigs and stuff
all over me, inside my clothes and shoes and all,
and then I happened to look around and I had my
hand right on a bunch of poison oak. The only
thing I couldn’t understand was why it was just
poison oak and not a snake
or something. (p. ^58)
With the sun and all in
my eyes and my
blood
going so I kept thinking every time my head would
go on and burst and get it over with, with the
briers and things grabbing
at me . . . (p. ^59)
One might argue that since this

is a realistic novel, this

scene merely lends verisimilitude and that Jason’s annoyance
does little to contribute to a final definition of bis
character.

Isolated, perhaps these details might be only

a local color feature, but in the total context of Faulkner
works, they have an important function.
characters fight nature.

Only negative

Ike, for instance, accommodates

himself to natural inconveniences; near the end of "The
Bear," we see him using the sun as a directional guide to
aid him in returning to the graves of Lion and Sara and
slanting his gun up "to facilitate its passage through the
brier and undergrowth."^

Instead

cf viewing the plants

and sun as sources of annoyance, Ike views them as parts of
a transcendent whole:
. . . he had not stopped, he had only paused,
quitting the knoll which was no abode of the dead
because there was no death, not Lion and not Sam:
not held fast in earth but free in earth and not
in earth but of earth, myriad yet undiffused of
every myriad part, leaf and twig, and particle,
air and sun and rain and dew and night . . . and
being myriad, one.
(pp. 3^8-^9 )
While Jason comments sarcastically on not being bitten by
a snake, Ike almost steps on one, and "in fear . . . but
not fright" he hails it as "Chief" and "Grandfather"
(p. 330).

Ike is respectful and humble in the presence of

nature, for even though the odor of the snake is evocative
of death, he recognizes it as a part of the order of nature
Jason's attitude tox<rard the land itself sharply contrasts
with Ike's.

Jason, who neither hunts nor farms, views

agriculture as a speculative enterprise and feels that land
^ G o Down Moses, Modern Library Edition (New York:
Random House, 194-0), p. 330. All subsequent references
are to this edition and are included in the text.
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lying fallow is a terrible waste:
Friday afternoon, and from right here I could see
three miles of land that hadn’t even been broken,
and every able-bodied man in the county in town
at that show.
(p. 2^6 )
The wilderness needs to be harnessed so that it can be
exploited.

Ike, however, feels that the wilderness is so

powerful that agriculture cannot really tame it:

he thinks

of the land his grandfather "had bought . . . and tamed and
ordered or believed he had tamed and ordered it" because
his slaves had "removed the forest from it" (p. Z^i\.), but
agriculture in relation to the wilderness is insignificant.
It can overcome, not because of agriculture’s power or
m a n ’s cunning but only because "there was a fatality in
it" (p. 226).
Jason’s strong dislike for whiskey places him even
farther outside the pale of nature.

Whereas Jason had

"just as soon swallow gasoline as a glass of whiskey"
(p. 250), Ike sees sacramental qualities in drinking, that
is, if one drinks moderately and reverently:
There was always a bottle present, so that it would
seem to him that those fine fierce instants of heart
and brain and courage and wiliness and speed were
concentrated and distilled into that broxvn liquor
which not women, not boys and children, but only
hunters drank, drinking not of the blood they spilled
but some condensation of the wild immortal spirit,
drinking it moderately, humbly even. . . . (p. 19k)
Jason is one of the several Faulknerian villains whose
antipathy to nature is underscored by lack of natural vices.
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Faulkner's tendency to use man's estrangement from
nature as an index to his evil constitutes a paradox that
requires some clarification at this

point.

While Faulkner's

concept of man as fallen and therefore evil is Calvinistic,
his view of nature as the manifestation of a benign order
of which man ought to be--but usually is not--a part is
thoroughly Romantic.

Thus his Romantic inclinations--

that is, love of both nature and spontaneity--lead him to
an implicit condemnation of the Calvinistic concepts that
foster distrust of the natural and reliance on abstract
codes.

All of Faulkner's male characters spring from the

Calvinist tradition; Ike is one of the few who can accept
man's depravity without extending it to non-human nature.
Faulkner describes Jason in the Appendix as "the first
sane Compson since before Culloden and (a childless
bachelor) hence the last."

His saneness, as depicted by

Faulkner, is a perversion of the natural; his inability to
love and his mercantile instincts allow him to survive in
the same materialistic world that kills the idealistic
Quentin.

Jason, in his total commitment to outward forms

and in his antipathy toward the inner life is guilty of
the same sin that Hawthorne describes in Ethan Brand as the
unpardonable sin:
It is a sin that grew within my own breast,»
replied Ethan Brand, standing erect, with a pride
that distinguishes all enthusiasts of his stamp.
"A sin that grew nowhere else!
The sin of an
intellect that triumphed over the sense of
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brotherhood with man and reverence for God, and
sacrificed everything to its cwn mighty claims!
The only sin that deserves a recompense of
immortal agony! Freely, were it to do again,
would I incur the guilt. Unshrinkingly I accept
the retribution! "e-2
Because Faulkner denies Jason Satanic stature--that is, he
does not imbue him with the introspective nature either to
define or admit sin--Jason’s violation of the human heart,
unlike Brand’s and other Hawthorne protagonists', is not
willful.

Rushing madly around, speaking with a sarcasm

that has a ring of truth to it, he is a comic figure.

His

character development points up how infused with rationalism
the Calvinistic sensibility had become in the hundred years
that separate Faulkner from Hawthorne.

Because Jason is all

intellect, he feels no tension between head and heart; the
Faust-like quality is missing and with it is missing a
great deal of the grandeur of the earlier Hawthorne figures
who wrestle with sin.

Jason’s intellect is not even

intellectuality but rather a kind of craftiness and
practicality that admits of no emotion.

Yet in the final

analysis, his sin is similar to that which many Hawthorne
characters carry within their breasts.

It is born of pride

in self-sufficiency, and it manifests itself in denial of
the human heart.

Recurrent use of this

theme was Hawthorne's

acknowledgement of original sin, and it is Faulkner's
expression of his awareness of it.
^ Complete Stories of Nathaniel Hawthorne (Garden City:
Hanover House, 1959), ppT"7j.77-7^.
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II
The preceding section in considering Caddy as the
unifying image has focused on her sin and her brothers'
responses to it.

Although Faulkner does not employ alle

gory, his images, allusions, and symbols strongly suggest
that we see a parallel between the Compson garden and the
Garden of Eden.

The muddy-drawers-fruit-tree scene has

Edenic overtones, and Benjy in his innocence is depicted
as a kind of Adam.

Thus through rhetorical devices the

ideas of original sin and the Fall are suggested early in
the novel and become recurrent motifs.

Quentin's initiation

into the nature of evil is analogous to the Fall; his
magnification of Caddy's act gives it proportions of
original sin; and his behavior just prior to his suicide
suggests a repressed sense of depravity associated with the
Fall.

Finally in the character of Jason, we see the com

pletely fallen man whose sense of ego is so strong that he
recognizes no evil.

Thus the three brothers in their

innocence, awareness, and denial suggest the progress of
man's alienation from God, a decline from sinlessness and
rapport with God, to knowledge of sin and sense of loss,
to denial and complete estrangement.
Like original sin, the corollary tenet of predesti
nation, which is unavoidably and inextricably bound up with
sin, finds unique expression in secular terms.

Douglas and
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Daniel say that "as Faulkner employs it [predestination],
it divides his characters into two groups:

the Elect and

the Damned . . . , The Sound and the Fury [exemplifying]
it in the contrast between Dilsey and her

e m p l o y e r s . " ^ 3

Perhaps this election-damnation antinomy is best understood
in terms of concept of self.

While Dilsey can accept the

will of God, the Compson assert their own wills.

The

damned do not rebel against God, however; they just find
themselves alone in the
cope.

w^rld and are finally unable to

This condition of destructive alienation is a

secular representation of the Fall, one which all who
cannot renounce self and find God are predestined to suffer.
Lawrance Thompson comes closer to clarifying Faulkner’s
position than do most critics when he suggests that Faulkner
recognizes and believes in the reality of three categories,
each of which operates at times:

deterministic condition

ing, which leaves an individual helpless; freedom of will,
which carries with it moral responsibility; and a
combination of the two opposed f a c t o r s . W h e t h e r or not
Faulkner believed fully in biological determinism, as
Thompson suggests, is a slippery pointo

It is possible for

one to believe theologically in predestination and pass it
off secularly as determinism, or vice versa.

Ironically,

^-3»Faulkner and the Puritanism of the South," p. 9.
^ -William Faulkner:
p. 5 0o

An Introduction and Interpretation,
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justification can always be found in heredity and environ
ment for any kind of behavior-~good, bad, or otherwise.
In the matter of pre-determined behavior, science and
Calvinistic theology have little argument; their differences
are eschatalogical.
In The Sound and the Fury, belief in predestination
manifests itself not so much in belief as in attitude.

The

doctrine of election finds expression most obviously in the
idea of moral and racial superiority.
The Compsons are a proud aristocratic family and not
all of their superior attitudes are a result of their
Calvinistic background and environment, but many of them
stem from their pride in restraint and rigidity.

They are

in no sense a religious family; they espouse no religious
creed and seemingly have no church affiliations.

The few

allusions to the Christian religion are stilted and come
out almost as conditioned responses— for example, Mrs.
Compson’s "my salvation and my punishment," Quentin’s "sold
into bondage," "when He says Rise," and "Jesus walking on
Galilee and George Washington not telling lies."

Mrs.

Compson uses the Bible as a sort of talisman, as if
salvation (good luck) lay in the object itself.

Yet all

of these words and acts suggest a connection, however
tenuous, with the legacy of Calvinism.

Intuitively perhaps

the Compsons realize that this legacy offers an order and
stability that no longer exists— a definite sense of right
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and wrong.

Mrs. Compson’s remark that when she was a girl

she was taught that "there is no halfway ground" is significant in assessing the entire family.
Irving Malin suggests that "Southerners have a need
to adopt the harshness of Protestant theology and use it in
order to justify their own awkward efforts to escape dis
order . . . and [that they] in their personal designs for
security act and feel as if they belong to a select group
of believers who are 'saved.’ k5

Several characters in

The Sound and the Fury fit this description; Mrs. Compson
perhaps best exemplifies the secularization of the
theological Doctrine of the Elect.
In attempting to understand Mrs. Compson, it is worth
while to examine the theological basis for the feeling of
being "elected."

Albert-Marie Schmidt, in writing of

communities of the elect, describes Presbyterian
communities of Calvinistic origin.

Regarding rigorous

self-discipline as a temporal blessing, they had a tendency
to think of themselves as companies of elect people who as
a result of original sin, had been exiled into groups of
impure people with whom they must carefully avoid close
relationship, lest it should hinder their sanctification.^
^ W i l l i a m Faulkner; An Interpretation (Stanford:
University Press, 1957), p. 8 .
^ John Calvin and the Calvinistic Tradition, trans.
Robert Wallace (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1960),

p. 165.

7b
Charles Drelincpurt (1595-1669), a famous English minister,
using precise Biblical texts, exhorts the members of his
congregation to regard themselves as "Strangers'1 in this
world:
Citizens of Heaven
with people of the
they avoid dealing
for they know that
habits. 4-7

have no pleasure in consorting
world, and as far as they can,
with harmful and ungodly people,
bad company can corrupt good

Mrs. Compson's tendency to shut herself away not only from
society but also from her own sinful family clearly places
her in this tradition.

She is nearly always pictured

either in a darkened bedroom or complaining of her need to
escape to her boudoir.

Gaddy's "You go upstairs and lay

down, Mother" (p. 8 3 ) becomes almost a refrain.

And if we

had no other characterization of Mrs. Compson, a brief snatch
of a conversation given in the Jason section would suffice:
"I suppose women who stay shut up like I do
have no idea of what goes on in town."
"Yes." I says, "They don't."
"My life has been so different from that. . . .
Thank God I don't know about such wickedness.
I dont even want to know about it. Im not like
most people."
(p. 276)
In an earlier conversation with her husband, she repudiates
any kinship with Caddy, who has flouted morality, or with
Quentin, who has remained loyal to his sister:

they are

"strangers nothing of mine and I am afraid of them."

Her

sense of moral righteousness is so outraged that she
ted in John Calvin and the Calvinist Tradition,
p. 166.

threatens to go away to "pray for the absolution of my sins
that he [Jason] may escape this curse and to try to forget
that the others ever were" (p. 123).

That her pietistic

ranting is only an attitude, completely devoid of any
belief, is clearly demonstrated in the smug pleasure she
derives from Caddy's sham marriage to a wealthy man.

When

her pregnancy is made respectable by marriage, Caddy is in
favor.

But when Caddy's husband exposes her and kicks her

out, Mrs. Compson picks up her old refrain, begun at Caddy's
first innocent kiss, that her daughter is a "fallen woman."
Mrs. Compson's conception of herself as a martyr who
must patiently bear her cross and suffer persecution also
places her within the secular Calvinist tradition.
Drelincourt described how the persecuted Christian should
act:
As a rule the Strangers are hated and ill-treated.
In the same way the Citizens of Heaven are exposed
to hatred and persecution of the xjorld. . . . The
Strangers journeying along their road, do not worry
unduly about the treatment they receive there. . . .
They patiently bear the discomforts. So it is with
the citizens of Heaven.
If it pleases God to give
them any blessing in the world, they rejoice in it
with thanksgiving, but if they are afflicted they
possess their souls in patience. . . .4-°
Mrs. Compson's actions and words become a travesty of this
interpretation of the Scripture.

She constantly reminds us

in her whining complaints of her self-denial and longsuffering.

"It's little enough I ask, Lord knows," (p. 29)

^ C i t e d in John Calvin and the Calvinist Tradition,
p. 167*

she reminds Dilsey while demanding that personal attention
to her supersede that of all members of the family as well
as household affairs.

And while shifting the responsibility

for both love and care of her idiot son to Caddy and the
servants, she naggingly boasts to her husband of her courage
and patience:
I thought that Benjamin was punishment enough . . .
I don't complain.
I love him above all of them
because of it because my duty. . . . I see now that
I must pay for your sins as well as mine.
(p. 122)
Racial superiority is another secular aspect of the
doctrine of election.

Although The Sound and the Fury is

certainly not a novel about race relations, Negroes do
occupy an important position.

Even a cursory glance at

the interaction of the two races in the novel must take into
consideration the part that Calvinism had in shaping
attitudes.
The attitude of the typical white man toward the black
can best be clarified in a historical context.

Southerners,

in the formative stages of their cotton empire, must have
ignored their pangs of conscience by assuring themselves
that slavery existed because the mighty Jehovah had decreed
it so.

The whites were at the top of the economic and

social structure because they were God's chosen people; it
was their duty to implement His plan.

If in weaker moments

they felt the inhumanity of the system, they had only to
remember that the Eternal God decides who is saved and who
is damned and that nothing a person does alters his
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predestination.

Douglas and Daniel in speculating on the

subject of inhumanity say that the cruelty shown by masters
typify what the Puritan thought human nature was l i k e . ^
Of course the matter of slavery was not quite so simple
because humanistic forces of Enlightenment began to creep
in, forces that ultimately gave the black man his freedom.
¥. J. Cash theorizes that in the face of the Northern
abolitionist movement, the South moved to a religious
defense of slavery and called it "providential trust"—
God's plan for the white man's carrying the Gospel to the
Negro.^0
Although The Sound and the Fury does not directly
concern a slaveholding South, the Compsons cling tenaciously
to slave-master relationships; even Jason, who has no regard
for the past, speaks with a bitter sort of pleasure of the
good old days when "my people owned slaves here . . . [and]
you all were running little shirt tail country stores and
farming land no nigger would look at on shares" (p. 256),
and Quentin carries on the patronizing practice of
"Christmas gift" when he tosses a quarter to an old Negro
who in turn thanks "young marster."
Adult attitudes are revealed early in the novel through
the words of seven-year-old Caddy who refuses to believe
that death is applicable to white people:
^ "Faulkner and the Puritanism of the South," 11.
^ M i n d of the South, p. 79®
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"Oh." Caddy said.
"That's niggers.
folks dont have funerals."

White

"I'd like to know why not." Frony said.
"White folks die, too. Your grandmammy dead as
any nigger can get, I reckon."
(p. 52)
Caddy's next statement shows that she is attempting to
reason empirically:

she recalls three experiences con

cerning death--the deaths of a Negro, a dog, and a horse.
Since white people are not in the class with either Negroes
or animals, she cannot imagine death touching them.

Such

adult remarks as we are to hear Jason make later--"when
people [italics mine] act like niggers . . . treat them
like . . .

a nigger"— account for her inability to think

of Negroes as human beings.
In Quentin's agonizing over Caddy's sexual improprie
ties, he reveals part of his dilemma:

Caddy is acting like

a "nigger" and therefore like an animal:
"Why must you do like nigger womendo in the
pasture the ditches the dark woods hothidden
furious in the dark itfoods." (p. 111)
Although Quentin's few months in the North have caused him
to reflect a bit on Negroes, his basic attitude has not
changed.

At Harvard he has come to believe that "a nigger

is not a person so much as a form of behaviour; a sort of
obverse reflection of the white people he lives among"
(p. 105).

At the railroad crossing, on the way home at

Christmas, the old Negro on the mule is simply a part of
the Southern landscape:
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. . . and there was a nigger in the middle of the
still ruts, waiting for the train to move, . , he
sat straddle of the mule, his head wrapped in a
piece of blanket, as if they had been built there
with the fence and the road, or with the hill, carved
out of the hill itself, like a sign post there saying
You are home again.
(p. 106)
In short, a Negro has no identity; he is an animal, a
reflection, a part of the landscape.

He is also shiftless

and lazy, someone to bear the brunt of the white man's
frustrations.

"If it hadn’t been for my grandfather,

[Deacon would] have to work like white folks" Quentin tells
Shreve.

Quentin’s attitudes are impersonal; we never see him
in close proximity to any of the servants except T. P. whom
he kicks, quite understandably, for getting Benjy drunk at
Caddy's wedding.

Jason's and Mrs. Compson's (and to some

extent young Quentin's) attitudes, however, largely define
Dilsey's character and position in the Compson household.
Her real significance is imparted to us in the final
section of the novel, in which we see her not as a servant
but as the stabilizing force of the Compson family.
Although in the Appendix Faulkner gives lengthy character
sketches of others, he merely lists Dilsey's name with the
comment, "they endured."

It is as if he can add no more to

our understanding of the aged black woman who had "seed de
beginnin en . . . de endin."
Mistreatment of Dilsey is not malicious; it is thought
less, mindless.

It suggests that the Compsons think of her

as having sub-human sensitivity and superhuman strength;
she is at once a machine who must perform all household
chores, an animal capable of receiving verbal abuse, and a
child whose whimsies must be indulged ("the darkies are
having special Easter service").

In addition she must be

a surrogate mother for the idiot and the unwanted child
Quentin.

Nevertheless, in spite of the fact that Dilsey

is the only person who has ever shown any love or concern
for Quentin, Dilsey means nothing to her.

When Dilsey

tries to protect her from Jason's physical abuse, Quentin
screams out "You damn old nigger."

This scene is shocking

because we somehow expect, if not reciprocal love then mere
appreciation; instead we see reflected in the young girl
the hate, bitterness, and contempt of Mrs. Compson and
Jason.

Yet Dilsey continues to respond to Mrs. Compson's

"calling her name with machine-like regularity," to do all
the chores simultaneously, to love and mother Quentin, and
to feel a deep loyalty toward the Compson family.

When

Luster says "Dese is funny folks, Glad I aint none of them,
she quickly retorts, "Lemme tell you something, nigger boy,
you got jes as much Compson devilment in you es any of
em!" (p. 29k).
Jason's stock complaint, that he has "to keep a
kitchen full of niggers" reveals that he, like his brother,
thinks of all Negroes as shiftless and completely dependent
on the benevolence of the white man.

He condemns them in
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toto in his sarcastic pretense at believing that somewhere,
sometime there must have been a good one:

"Did you ever have one that was worth killing"
You must have had some before I was big enough
to remember."
(p. 29ij-)

His mother’s reply that she has to "humour them," though
comically ironic, reveals the Compson household’s dependence
upon them.

Jason resents "Yankee talk" of helping them get

ahead; his solution is to "Get them so far ahead you cant
find one south of Louisville with a bloodhound" (p. 206).
If they must be kept in the South, "the only place for them
is in the field, where they have to work from sunup to
sundown" (p. 267).
Behind all the moral and racial superiority lies the

Compson family’s resentment--envy almost--of the Negro’s
freedom from inhibitions stemming from a Calvinistic code
of morality, hence Quentin’s remarks about their lack of
sexual restraint and Jason’s constant concern about their
immunity from the work ethic.

Calvinism has touched them,

of course, as is clearly shown in the Reverend Shegog’s

Easter sermon, but the spontaneity shown in their daily life
as well as in their religious service, as opposed to the
moral rigidity of the Compsons, places them well within the
Christian tradition while the Compsons are left with only

codes and no beliefs to enforce them.
The obverse of election in Calvinistic dogma is
reprobation, that is, arbitrary doom to an everlasting hell,

with no hope of salvation.

Just as it is necessary to

understand that the feeling of being one of the "elect" in
Faulkner stems from moral and social attitudes that have
nothing to do with future rewards, it is also important to
understand that reprobation has nothing to do with future
punishment.

It is an idea of fatalism held by many charac

ters and is expressed in such terms as doomed, damned,
cursed, judgment, and punishment. Robert Barth notes that
Faulkner’s concern is not with man’s relationship with God
brought about by the .curse, but rather with the human
situation itself and man’s part in causing it, the focus
being on the many manifestations of the curse--"Negro blood,
family’s slow decay, idiot son, hatred and lust, incest,
and behind it all the curse of fallen man."^
A sense of doom hangs over the Compson household like
a dark cloud.

The atmosphere itself suggests it in the

darkened bedroom of Mrs. Compson, the decaying, unpainted
house, the sagging stairs, the moaning idiot, and howling
dogs.

And Faulkner himself suggests that the Compsons are

somehow playing out their parts in a tragedy of fate when
he writes of the members of the Compson family in the
Appendix.

The girl Quentin is called "the old governor’s

doomed lost nameless seventeen-year-old greatgreatgrand
daughter" and is described as "already doomed to be unwed
^Robert J. Barth, "Faulkner and the Calvinist
Tradition," Thought, 39 (1961}.), 113.

from the instant the dividing egg determined its sex”
(p. 15)•

Gaddy was "doomed and knew it, accepted the doom

without either seeking it or fleeing it"; she was "the
frail doomed vessel of [the family's] pride"; and she knew
as Quentin did, that he "x-ras already the same as dead, when
she married . . ." (p. 10).

The Appendix further tells us

that the decaying mansion was long known as the Governor’s
House,

"called so by predetermined accord and agreement by

the whole town and community as though they knew even then
and beforehand that the old Governor was the last Compson
who iNrould not fail at everything he touched save longevity
and suicide" (p. 7 )»
The feeling of fatalism, prominent in many of the
characters, suggests very strongly that struggle is vain,
that, as Mr. Compson phrases it, "victory is an illusion."
It suggests that Caddy is not responsible for her wantonness,
that Quentin’s suicide is ordained by forces outside his
control, that young Quentin is merely playing the role
assigned her by fate, that all the Compsons are, in fact,
doomed from the beginning.

But in spite of Faulkner’s own

statements, as well as those of his characters, Faulkner
does not deny man the freedom to make moral choices and
does not exonerate him from the responsibility of those
choices.

It is to the novel itself that we must look for

the final evidence of man’s part in shaping his destiny.

Quentin, caught between the abstractions of nihilism
and Calvinism, on the one hand, and his sister's dishonor
on the other, is sure of only one thing--that death offers
as escape; he even wishes for "a hell beyond that” (p. 135)>
which he may well be seeking through his suicide.

Walton

Litz argues that determinism, as seen in both Quentin and
his father, is a result of the romantic imagination’s
distorting the Calvinistic idea of predestination as an
excuse for failure to exercise the severe self-discipline
required by that theology. ^

This statement seems to apply

quite readily to Mr. Compson but hardly to the moralityobsessed Quentin.

It is more likely that Quentin’s beliefs

are an amalgamation of his father’s romantic determinism and
his mother’s Calvinism.

This would account for attitude

without belief, for perfunctory adherence to a code, the
origin of which is obscure.

Quentin’s tendency to regard

himself as acting out a predestined role in uniting his
body with its shadow is in part a result of his Calvinistic
inflexibility of mind.

Only two months before his suicide,

he had envisioned an alternative--that he, Caddy, and Benjy
would go away together.

But on this day in June, his

destiny is clear, so clear in fact that he sees his whole
life as being a prepara.tion for his suicide and does not
even have to think about it.

Peter Swiggart writes that

-^"William Faulkner’s Moral Vision,” Southwest Review,
37 (1952), 201.
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[Quentin] "is doomed because in the rigidity of his mind
he cannot harbor the possibility of the suicide not taking
place. "^-3

The ambivalence of his attitude is further

shown in the interplay between his assertion that "when
you don’t want to do a thing, your body will try to trick
you into doing it, sort of unawares"

(p. 102) and his

belief that his sister is accountable for her conduct:
Gaddy that blackguard can you think of Benjy and
Father and do it not of me.
(p. 1ip2)
Later, Quentin admits to Caddy "there’s a curse on us its
not our fault its not our fault" (p. 178).
he believes the curse to be is not explicit.

Exactly xdiat
He probably

comes close to defining it inadvertently when he says "if
only I had a mother"; however, his nature demands a curse
far more romantic and elaborately conceived than a hypo
chondriac parent; it demands something of cosmic signifi
cance .
Jason also reveals an ambivalence in his feelings on
m a n ’s limitations.

While proclaiming that "I can stand on

my own two feet" (p. 129), he falls back again and again on
determinism to account for his lack of success.

Unlike

Quentin, however, he does not feel the judgment or curse
of history; such a view is far too romantic for him.

He

thinks rather of being duped by forces close at hand.
is to some extent the victim of "eastern jews," but his
^3gwiggart, p. 95.

He
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life has been shaped largely by a bungling family.

Caddy’s

broken marriage has deprived him of his bank job and
supplied him with another mouth to feed; Quentin’s suicide
and Benjy’s idiocy have wasted family money and reduced
his stature in the community.

In short he sees every act

of his immediate family as being part of a concerted effort
to bring him down in the eyes ofthe community:
And there I was, without any hat, looking like I
was crazy too. Like a man would naturally think,
one of them is crazy and another one drowned himself
and the other one was turned out into the street by
her husband, x^hat’s the reason the rest of them are
not crazy too. All the time I could see them watch
ing me like a hawk, waiting for a chance to say Well
Im not surprised I expected it all the time the whole
family’s crazy. Selling land to send him to Harvard
and paying taxes to support a state University all
the time that I never saw except tx^ice at a baseball
game and not letting her daughter's name be spoken
on the place until after a x^hile Father wouldn't
even, come dox^n toxm anymore but just sat there all
day with the decanter.
(p. 2$0 )
His constant declarations that "blood is blood and you
can't get aroxxnd it" to account for his niece’s sexual
behavior posits a belief in biological determinism; yet he
obviously does not view her completely as a victim, for
just as Quentin held Caddy partially accountable and tried
to shape her according to his moral standards, so Jason
tries to reform young Quentin.

When finally he is called

upon to match his wits against hers in an effort to recover
the money, he thinks not of fighting her but of asserting
himself against a fixed condition:
He could see the opposed forces of his destiny
and his will drawing swiftly together now, tox-jard
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a junction that would be irrevocable; he became
cunning.
I cant make a blunder. . . . There
would be just one right thing without alternatives:
he must do that.
(p. 323)
The cards are stacked; but it is possible for the rational
man to calculate a way to affirm his own will, "to drag
Omnipotence down from His throne" (p. 322).

Jason is a

believer in self, and self, in spite of limitations
imposed upon it by heredity and environment, cannot be
circumscribed.

His basic view of the universe is close

to that of his father who believes that "man [is] . . .
conceived by accident and . . . [his] every breath is a
fresh cast with dice already loaded against him" (p. 196)'.
The difference is in concept of self:

Mr. Compson accepts

fate and Jason believes he can outwit it, or at least never
stops hoping he can.
Several other characters reveal their feelings about
man's limited control.

Caddy cries "there was something

terrible in me" (p. 167) and "I'm bad anyway, you can't
help it" (p. 176).

Eighteen years later her daughter echoes

her when she says, "I'm bad and I'm going to hell, and I
dont care" (p. 207)°

Mrs. Compson clearly believes that

the curse is' on family; she is included only because she
put aside her pride and married a man who held himself above
her.

Her words are reminiscent at once of the Bible and a

Greek tragedy as she accuses her husband:
What have you done what sins have your high and
mighty people visited upon me.
(p. 122)

88
There is in all the Compsons a dramatic tension between
determinism and free will.

In a way it might be argued

tha.t Quentin accepts his father’s fatalistic'philosophy
and his doom follows.

But there is ample room for

believing that the Compson household is already doomed
and that Quentin and the others are tragic victims of the
sins of their ancestors.
This dramatic tension in The Sound and the Fury is a
philosophic tension which resolves itself in a blending of
Calvinism and scientific ideas.

Faulkner’s religious back

ground made the book of Genesis especially significant; for
in it is contained the basis for the doctrinal dialectic of
predestination and free will.

He obviously did not accept

the wrathful Calvinistic Jehovah who arbitrarily divides
the elect and the damned and manipulates their lives
accordingly; yet all of his experience indicated that man
is not completely free to make choices, that he is limited
by both heredity and environment.

Faulkner seems to have

retained that part of the Christian theology that he could
accept— that God endowed man with the freedom to make mora.l
choices--and blended it with Freudian and Darwinian concepts.
He posits a itforld then that is to a degree deterministic.
His clearest statement on determinism perhaps is his comment
that young Quentin "was doomed . . . from the jnstant the
dividing egg determined the sex."

The direction her life

will take is partially determined by her biological makeup.

It is also determined by her environment--a whining grand
mother and an uncle who causes her to wish she were in
hello

Similarly all the Compsons are doomed by their

ancestors, who in turn were doomed by theirs.

They inherit

the past, and it impinges upon the present to such an
extent that the two become indistinguishable.

But the fact

that they do make choices indicates that they have a
certain amount of freedom.

This freedom, however, is in

moral matters— matters about which conscience must make a
decision.

However restrictive man’s social milieu may be,

it does not obviate his making freely willed moral choices.
Thus while Quentin is predestined by genetic makeup and
environment to be what he is, his suicide is a freely
willed act.
Darwinianism and Freudianism are blended so smoothly
with lingering Calvinism that on the surface Faulkner's
characters seem to be complete victims of Calvinistic
predestination.

Another reason for this appearance is that

the characters themselves fall back on this idea to justify
their mistakes.

The interplay between free will and

determinism and the dramatic irony in the characters'
shifting their beliefs to suit the occasion gives a tension
to the novel.

Chapter II

Sanctuary
Sanctuary has been generally designated by Faulknerian
scholarship as Faulkner’s bitterest novel, since it ends
without a hint of affirmation.

It is also perhaps his

deepest penetration into the nature of evil, for he
depicts it as so pervasive, so much a part of the human
condition, that every character, in one way or another,
shares in this universal catastrophe.

Faulkner’s blackness

of vision in this novel is closer to the Calvinistic sense
of human depravity than it is in The Sound and the Fury,
but the secular manifestations of it are the same.
Original sin appears in the perception of woman's sex by
certain male characters and also by Faulkner's own concept
of the grotesque characters Popeye, Snopes, and Graham.
The motif of predestination is developed in the treatment
of self-righteous ''elect" and in certain characters who
hold a fatalistic view of life.
The ever-present evil in this novel has been largely
accepted as modern materialism, and little effort has been
made to distinguish between various degrees or types of
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evil.

Both William Van O ’Connor and Elmo Howell, however,

recognize that the evil is not all of a kind.
classifies two kinds of evil in this novel:

O ’Connor
as ’’that

inherent in human nature” and that ”of a mechanized, vulgar,
meretricious world."

He sees the first type developed

through flower imagery which is associated largely with
Horace's suppressed incestuous desires, and the second
developed through metallic imagery, associated largely
•1
with Popeye.
Howell's interpretation, concerned with both
the type and degree of evil, passes lightly over the
"suprahuman” Popeye— "the abstract of evil"— and the
Snopeses, who work through "cunning and indirection," in
order to emphasize that the real evil is that of "native
2
growth."
Both of these interpretations, as well as that
of

Brooks,3

which concerns itself with evil in general,

provide a great deal of insight in viewing the novel, for
they, unlike most other readings, show an awareness of
Faulkner’s deep sense of man's fallen nature and therefore
posit a broader basis than just twentieth-century
materialism for interpreting the events.

In treating

Popeye as social evil, however, they considerably reduce
^The Tangled Fire of William Faulkner (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota, 1954) > PP» 55“6lj-»
2"The Quality of Evil in Sanctuary," Tennessee Studies
in Literature, I4. (1959), 99-107.
^William Faulkner: The Yoknapatawpha Country (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1963), pp. 116-lj.O.
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his function, for he is the primary means by which Faulkner
dramatizes the evil inherent in man.

Every character, how

ever, attests in one way or another to Faulkner’s belief
that ’’Evil is a part of raan.”^
Since Sanctuary^like The Sound and the Fury, is a
novel of initiation--the protagonist comes into an aware
ness of the pervasiveness of evil through discovery of the
true nature of woman--it is convenient to approach woman's
nature through his consciousness.

The story is basically

that of Horace Benbow, who like Quentin Compson, is an
aristocrat, an intellectual, and an idealist.

He is, how

ever, a much older man, who because of marital dissatis
faction has been in a kind of spiritual torpor for a time
antecedent to the action.

As the

story opens, he is fleeing

his marriage and returning to his home in Jefferson,
anticipating some sort of spiritual renewal associated with
the signs of spring all around him and symbolized in his
drinking from the clear spring water.

On another level, he

is looking forward to a reunion with his sister, his home
town, and his past— a homecoming which will relieve him of
certain mundane responsibilities.

Faulkner chooses then to

introduce the world of evil— bootlegging, gambling,
prostitution, lying,chicanery, and murder— through the
^A. Fable (New York:

Random House, 1951}.)» p. 203.

^This approach is used by Brooks in William Faulkner.
Where my ideas coincide with his, I have given credit.

eyes of a Southern aristocrat who equates family honor with
feminine chastity, and both of these with inward purity,
and who has complete and unwavering trust in the impec
cability of the judicial system.

For in spite of Horace’s

forty-three years, he is naive, as only one whose sheltered
upbringing, whose artistic temperament, and whose disinvolvement with the sordid aspects of life can be.

As in

The Sound and the Fury, Faulkner allows the naked truth of
evil to filter through the consciousness of an idealist.
The presentation of evil is not confined to his perception,
however.

Sometimes it filters through, but makes no impact

upon, the shallow mind of the socialite coed Temple Drake
and the world-weary mind of the jaded Ruby Lamar.

In

addition, some scenes are rendered objectively,
particularly scenes involving the mechanistic Popeye and
the Pharisaical Narcissa.

The quality of evil in these

characters is made evident through distortion and juxta
position with antithetical elements, respectively.

The

focal point of narration— the central intelligence—
throughout the novel, however, is Horace.

In one sense, he

is an extreme gauge by which to measure morality, since his
responses are shaped by the insularity of his upper-class
world; such responses produce dramatic irony, of course.
In another sense, as a member of a traditional society, he
is a norm by which to judge an amoral mechanistic world.

The nature of the Faulknerian male allows him to
accommodate himself to certain aspects of evil during his
process of maturation, but he generally remains naive about
women, whose chastity is of paramount importance, since it,
like Keats's "still unravished bride," represents both
truth and beauty.

Thus the shattering blow for him usually

occurs when his illusions about the opposite sex are
stripped away and he arrives at the conclusion that women
have a secret affinity for evil, a kind of rapport which
they express in their sexuality.

The fact that they do not

fall into evil, that it is an inherent flaw which their
very womanhood embodies, suggests, of course, a very close
tie with Calvinistic notions of depravity; in fact, Brooks
calls it Faulkner's closest tie with Calvinism.^*

As was

pointed opt in connection with Quentin Compson, the
Faulknerian male's symbolic initiation--his loss of
innocence— is analogous to the Fall.
In a sense Horace's initiation process has begun before
the novel opens:

flashback scenes suggest that although

his conscious motivation for flight is to escape a worn-out
marriage, his larger problem is his stepdaughter's
sexuality.

His sudden decision to leave home without

clothes or money comes on the heels of a row with Little
Belle concerning her flouting of moral codes.

His wife

^"William Faulkner: Vision of Good and Evil" in his
The Hidden God: Hemingway, Faulkner, Yeats, Eliot, and
Warren (New Haven: Yale University Press, 19&3), p. 3f>.
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rarely enters his mind during his six-weeks4 stay in
Jefferson; it is his stepdaughter, Little Belle, whose
presence in his mind disturbs him.

Little Belle has

reached that mysterious stage of adolescence which Faulkner
describes more extensively in characterizing Judith in
Absalom, Absalom!:
. . . that transition stage between childhood and
womanhood . . . that state where, though still visible,
young girls appear as though seen through glass and
where even the voice cannot reach them; where they
exist . . . in a pearly lambence without shadows and
themselves partaking of it; in nebulous suspension
held, strange and unpredictable, even their very
shapes fluid and delicate without substance not in
themselves floating and seeking but merely waiting,
parasitic and potent and serene, drawing to themselves
without effort the post-genetive upon and about which„
to shape flow into back, breast; bosom, flank, thigh.'
Unable to adjust the reality of her burgeoning body and
provocative ways to his concept of her childhood innocence,
Horace is both confused and alarmed.

His fear that her

virginity, which technically still exists, is on shaky
grounds, is perceived by Aunt Jenny, who asks, "What is it
that makes a man think that the female flesh he marries or
begets might misbehave, but all he didn't marry or get is^
O
bound to?»° [italics mine]. Later that night as Horace
looks at a photograph of Belle's "sweet inscrutable face,"
he is aware that beneath the surface of innocence is a
^(New York: Random House, 193&), P*
Q
0 Sanctuary, Modern Library Edition (1931; rpt. New
York: Random House, 1958), p. 9^4-. All subsequent references
are to this edition and are included in the text.

smouldering passion.

It is akin to the passion he feels

for her but suppresses.

Somewhere between the erotic

feeling engendered by the awareness that she is not his own
flesh and the parental feeling born of having played the
father role is his true feeling for Little Belle, a feeling
which he cannot adequately define but which is related to
his domestic problems.

He imagines her in the grape arbor

surrounded by would-be ravishers and thinks of the "urgent
mammalian whisper of that curious small flesh which he had
not begot and in which appeared to be vatted delicately
some seething sympathy with the blossoming grape"(p.

9 i|.).

There is something elemental in her as he perceives her:
her yearnings are completely natural instincts suggestive
of the earth's cyclical forces.

Then suddenly her image

becomes blurred "like something familiar seen beneath
disturbed though clear water" and in a kind of horror he
sees "a face suddenly older in sin than he would ever be,
a face more blurred than sweet, . . . eyes more secret than
soft" (p. 9 5 ) •

In the Eve image rests the meaning:

he sees

her bodily yearnings as natural until his Calvinistic
conditioning transforms them into sin.
nature becomes a rapport with evil.

Her affinity with

He experiences a

moment of insight concerning the nature of women through
watching Little Belle.

The kind of knowledge that comes

suddenly through images, however, is seldom completely
convincing.

Because it is painful, the conscious mind makes
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every effort to obliterate it, and Horace’s mind is
successful to the extent that it pushes his painful dis
covery into the subconscious.
Horace, like other Faulknerian protagonisis, equates
the feminine drive with the forces of nature— sex with the
smell of flowers and depravity with the smell of cloying
flowers.

Just as Quentin Compson associates Caddy's

sexuality with the odor of cloying honeysuckle, Horace
Benbow thinks of Little Belle's virginity in terms of the
trumpet-shaped flowers of the heaven tree:
I was smelling the slain flowers, the delicate
dead flowers and tears, and then I saw her face in
the mirror behind her and another behind me, and
she was watching herself in one behind me,
forgetting about the other one in which I could
see her face, seeing her watching the back of my
head with pure dissimulation. That's why nature
is 'she' and Progress is 'he': nature made the
grape arbor but Progress invented the mirror.
(p. 1 2 )
Woman is natural; man is artificial.

Evidence of this idea

is found throughout the body of Faulkner's works.

When

Faulkner's men say that women have a secret rapport with
evil, they are, in effect, saying that women have a secret
rapport with nature— nature, of course, being associated
with man's baser instincts.
Only after Horace's experience with another young girl
of comparable social standing does the knowledge of the
evil in Little Belle's nature finally begin to penetrate
his consciousness.

But even in his final scene Horace is
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still hoping; and in attempting to play the father role, he
telephones Little Belle in her rooms.

Her responses to

Horace’s solicitous inquiries leave little room for hope
concerning her innocence, for she very clearly has a male
companion in her room, a man whose relationship is not
casual.

She answers impatiently "in the voice of a

reclining person" after which follows "a masculine voice"
and then a "scuffling; a breathless interval" and "I'll
write tomorrow" (p. 293)•

As Horace puts the receiver back

and hears the wire die, a part of him dies; he has no
illusions left concerning Little Belle or any other woman.
An aid in arriving at the truth about the nature of
Little Belle— and women in general— is Temple Drake, whose
sensational experiences seem to many readers to overshadow
Horace’s inner struggles.

Temple is roughly the same age

as Horace's stepdaughter and both are Ole Miss coeds.
Temple comes from an aristocratic family, an Old South
family whose family honor resides symbolically in feminine
chastity.

Because of strict upbringing and inculcation of

values of surface respectability, Temple is still technically
a virgin; however, she is far from possessing the kind of
innocence associated with that state.

Although she never

completely surrenders to the men she dates, she has a
quality about her that suggests filth, that causes her name
to be scrawled, along with obscene remarks, on restroom
walls.

Outwardly, however, her moral reputation is as safe
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as her social position! ironically, the former is inextri
cably bound up with the latter,
When Horace learns that Temple Drake,^ the seventeenyear-old daughter of Judge Drake, was at the Old Frenchman
place and is the witness he is searching for--the one
person who knows that the gangster Popeye, not his client
Lee Goodwin, murdered Tommy— his first concern is that she
has not been violated.

As Goodwin’s common-law wife Ruby

Lamar explains Temple's presence at the gangster hideout
and tells of the seemingly endless night through which she
hid and guarded the girl in the corncrib to keep her from
being raped, Horace keeps repeating, "She was all right
. . . you saw her and knew she was all right" (p, 1f?6).
objective then is a two-fold one— to see that his client
Goodwin is acquitted of a murder he did not commit and to
find the innocent young girl apparently kidnapped by the
gangsters.
Through Ruby's story we first learn of Temple's
shallowness, her flirtatious and provocative mannerisms
that lead to her rape.

The fact that Temple's subjective

account of her own actions substantiates Ruby's harsh
indictment of her is an even more telling comment on her
shallowness.

Ruby relates that Temple seemed to view her

plight of imminent rape as something of a game, that she
g
'Temple receives fuller treatment on pp. 127-133 in
the discussion of secularized doctrine of election.

His
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alternated between fear and coquetry— between frantic
running (thus keeping her body in view) and cajoling Popeye
in a seductive voice.

Her behavior is construed by Popeye

as an invitation, and he warns her companion Gowan Stevens,
"Make your whore lay off me, Jack" (p. I4.8 ) •
As has been often noted, Faulkner is fond of mirror
images, the mirror generally allowing the image to denote
another dimension of reality.

Horace perceives something

of Little Belle’s true nature by watching her dissimulation
in her reflection in a mirror.

Faulkner makes further use

of mirror images in characterizing Temple.

When she is in

immediate danger of being raped that night, she produces a
compact "from somewhere, and watching her motions in the
tiny mirror, she spread and fluffed her hair with her
fingers and powdered her face"

(p. 69).

After having spent

a terror-filled night in the corncrib, she remembers to make
her toilet, again producing a compact and eyeing her facial
features.

When only moments after being raped— while she

is still in the process of being abducted— she screams,
Popeye silences her by swinging the car mirror down so that
she can see her reflection.

Both terror and pain are

superseded by vanity; she immediately produces the compact
and applies cosmetics.

The Memphis brothel scene is filled

with mirror scenes— scenes which reinforce the idea of
Temple’s surface respectability.
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Since many of Faulkner's protagonists view woman as an
embodiment of Eve and original sin, it is not surprising to
find Faulknerian women borrowing gestures and actions from
their prototype as she is depicted in Milton's Paradise
Lost.
she

Eve relates how just having come into consciousness,

espied her reflection in a clear smooth lake:
As I bent down to look, just opposite,
A shape within the wat'ry gleam appear'd
Bending to look on me, I started back,
It started back, but pleas'd I soon return'd
Pleas'd it return'd as soon with answering looks
Of sympathy and love; there I had fixt
Mine eyes till now, and pin'd with vain desire,
Had not a voice thus warn'd me, What thou see'st
What there thou see'st fair Creature is thyself.
With thee it comes and goes.
(Book IV, 11. lj.60-69)

The

voiceof Adam momentarily halts her self-worship

beckons her follow him.

and

Feeling that he is "less fair/Less

winning soft, less amiably mild" (1 1 . 1^7 8 — 7 9 ) than her own
image, she turns again to her reflection.

It is only after

she is told that she owes her very being to him, that her
beauty is excelled by his manly grace and wisdom, that she
puts aside her pride.

Faulkner's women heed no such

Miltonic restraints; there are no Adams to divert their
attention.
Horace's gradual unraveling of the events that trans
pired on that Saturday night and Sunday morning at the Old
Frenchman place plunges him deeper into despair.

The

revelation that Temple has flirted with evil— has, in her
pseudo-sophisticated

role of the debutante, whose social
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success is measured in terms of sexuality, brought about
her physical debasement--does not disillusion Horace.

This

kind of knowledge he can cope with; it is precisely the kind
of knowledge that Little Belle’s behavior has forced him to
accept. What he cannot accept is that such behavior goes
beyond the surface, that it signifies anything but mere
adolescent posing.

Even Popeye's outrageous rape of the

young college girl, horrible though it is, can be
interpreted as a cruel blow of fate--as evil coming from
another world, the world of vice and crime.

What really

crushes Horace is the moral degradation of the girl.

He is

undone by her propensity for evil, at her depravity, the
seeds of which lay dormant in her before her exposure to
raw sex, Memphis brothel style.
Visited by Horace in the Memphis brothel, she relates
her experiences— her night of horror— "in a bright chatty
monologue which women can carry on when they realise that
they have the center of the stage."

Suddenly Horace

recognizes that the experience, far from being traumatic,
has been romantic.

In a sense it has entered the realm of

fiction:
Horace realised that she was recounting the
experience with actual pride, a sort of naive and
impersonal vanity, as though she were making it
up, looking from him to Miss Reba with quick
darting glances like a dog driving two cattle along
a lane.
(pp. 208-209)
Horace had said earlier "there's a corruption about even
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looking upon evil, even by accident; you cannot haggle,
traffic with putrefaction.”

But it is clear by the time

the interview has ended that this is not a matter of taint—
that Temple has found her true nature.

There is a depravity

within her that scares even Miss Reba, who prophesies that
”she*11 be dead or in the asylum in a year, way him and her
go on up there in that room” (p.

2 1 3 ).

This revelation, not of depravity itself but of its
existence in a young girl of respectable family— a young
girl brought up according to a clearly defined moral code
which could operate unimpeded by the exigencies of poverty,
sickens Horace:
Better for her if she were dead tonight, Horace
thought, walking on. For me, too. He thought of
her, Popeye, the woman, the child, Goodwin, all put
into a single chamber, bare, lethal, immediate and
profound: a single blotting instant between the
indignation and the surprise. And I, too, now that
we're all isolated; thinking of . . . of how that
were the only solution.
(p. 2 1 3 )
Horace's solution is strongly reminiscent of Quentin
Compson's.

It is the idealist's reaction to the encroach

ment of evil in his experience.

Extinction— a state of

non-consciousness— is preferable to the agony of having to
admit the presence of, and therefore having to adjust to,
evil.

If one can make a quick exit, at least he is exempt

from having to relocate the boundaries of, redefine, sin.
Fighting his impulse to surrender to the blackness that is
enveloping him, Horace returns to Jefferson where his house
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seems "marooned in space by the ebb of all time" and the
world seems "stark and dying above the tide-edge of the
fluid in which it lived and breathed" (p. 215)•

Attributing

his own desires for quick extinction to the universe, he
interprets sounds of the night insects as the friction of
the world on its axis, in uncertainty whether to continue
its rotation or cease, remaining forever still.

His

despair over the human condition of evil reaches its nadir
in this scene.
Again Horace is like Quentin Compson in his moments of
mental turmoil:

the odor of honeysuckles, associated with

sex, confuses the issues at hand.

He looks at the photo

graph of Little Belle, thinking no doubt as he observes
"the quality of sweet chiaroscuro" of the sexual depravity
into which Temple has fallen and recognizing fully for the
first time the evil inherent in Little Belle.

Her face

blurs and merges with the thick sent of honeysuckles to
leave a "fading aftermath of invitation and voluptuous
promise and secret affirmation" (p. 216).

Nauseated, he

makes a dash for the bathroom which culminates in his
striking his head on the lavatory, and as he begins to
vomit, he hallucinates:
. . . he leaned upon his braced arms while the
shucks set up a terrific roar beneath her thighs.
Lying with her head lifted slightly, her chin
depressed like a figure lifted down from a crucifix,
she watched something black and furious go roaring
out of her pale body. She was bound naked on her
back on a flat car moving at speed through a black
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tunnel, the blackness streaming in rigid threads
overhead, a roar of iron wheels in her ears. The
car shot bodily from the tunnel in a long upward
slant, the darkness overhead now shredded with
parallel attenuations of living fire, toward a
crescendo like a held breath, an interval in which
she would swing faintly and lazily in nothingness
filled with pale, myriad points of light. Far
beneath her she could hear the faint, furious
uproar of the shucks.
(p. 216)
It seems evident that since sexual imagery involving Little
10
Belle is in his mind moments before the vision,
that it
is she he sees.

But the shucks and the fact of his just

having heard her recount her experience of being raped in
a corncrib suggests Temple.

It is, in fact, both.

have become confused in his mind.

They

Temple’s sin transfers

immediately to Little Belle, who is a potential Temple,
and ultimately to womanhood.

Brooks comments on this

fusion of the two and points out that "in the last sentence
Little Belle has not only been fused with Temple; she has
fused with Horace himself, who in an agony of empathy has
felt himself into the raped girl’s ordeal.”

11

The final scenes of Temple’s degradation in Memphis
are not disclosed to Horace.

His initiation is complete;

^ T h i s passage is interpreted by many as the point at
which Horace becomes aware of the evil within himself— his
incestuous desires, thus the nausea. Brooks disagrees with
this, pointing out that there is no evidence on which to
establish an actual awareness (p. 129, William Faulkner).
Whether he comes into self-knowledge or not, the reader is
acutely aware of the evil that is rearing its ugly head in
the images.
^ W i l l i a m Faulkner, p. 129.
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it is not necessary that he see her in the cheap casino
taunting the impotent Popeye with the virility of Red, his
sexual surrogate, with whom she has fallen in love.

It is

not necessary that he see her passion so naked and exposed
that she unabashedly throws herself at Red, causing him to
let his guard down and become Popeye*s target.

The death

of Red can be laid at her feet just as surely as can the
death of Tommy, the halfwit who died in a vain effort to
protect her "virginity. **
But Horace takes his client Goodwin to trial without
this knowledge or the knowledge of Popeye*s hold on Temple.
He has only the hope that in the face of no evidence against
Goodwin, he can get a quick acquittal.

He is therefore

unprepared— as indeed what lawyer would not be— when Temple
suddenly shows up on the witness stand and points her
finger at Goodwin as Tommy's murderer and her rapist.
Goodwin is burned to death that night by a lynch mob which
cannot wait for due process when Southern womanhood is
concerned, and Horace's life is in jeopardy for awhile from
those who believe that the lawyer ought to suffer a like
fate.
Horace suffers disillusionment also at the hands of
his sister.

Although he is an aristocrat, he is fir

and

foremost a humanitarian, having taken Lee Goodwin* s case
gratis merely to insure that justice be done.

He is not

only idealistic about women; he is also overconfident in
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human nature since he believes wholeheartedly in the
judicial system, which operates only in terms of the ethics
of individuals.

It is through the dishonesty in this system

that Narcissa is able to defeat her brother and thus send
him back to his wife and a life of surface respectability.
But it is her baseness with which we are concerned.

Brooks

says that next to Popeye, Narcissa is the most frightening
person in the novel. &
Narcissa, a big woman "with a broad face" who lives
"a life of serene vegetation like perpetual corn or wheat
in a sheltered garden, *’ and who always dresses in white, is
concerned not with what is just, but with "what the people
in town think."

She takes her brother to task for terminat

ing an unhappy marriage because "to walk out is just like
a nigger and to mix [himself] up with moonshiners and
street-walkers" (p. 10lj.) is degrading.

In the matter of

his defense of Goodwin, she has only to say, "I don’t see
that it makes any difference who did it— the question is,
are you going to stay mixed up with it" (p. 179).

When her

brother insists upon helping the homeless common-law wife
and the child of the prisoner, her only recourse as she sees
it is to betray his case to the District Attorney.
Therefore it is not solely Temple who is responsible for
the brutal lynching of Lee Goodwin; Narcissa masterminds
the case for the District Attorney.

Although we are not

^ "Vision of Good and Evil," p. 2$,

108
told whether Horace ever learns of her betrayal, a pretty
good case can be made for the fact that he does.

He knows

that someone has tipped off the District Attorney, and if
he takes the time to put the pieces together, he surely
knows who it is.

Only two people— Miss Jenny and Narcissa--

know of his movements.

And Narcissa, who normally does not

concern herself with politics, has asked him for the name
of the District Attorney.13

Furthermore he has seen her

disappearing into an alley staircase which leads only to
Graham’s office.
Thinking along these lines, one might wonder why after
the trial Horace climbs docilely into the waiting automobile
of his sister and goes home with her.

Whether he knows of

her part is of no consequence; he is a defeated man.

He

had said before the trial, "I'll finish this business and
then I'll go to Europe" because he felt old and disillusioned.
Afterwards he looks at the "snow of locust blooms on the
mounting drive" and remarks that spring lasts--one would
"almost think there was some purpose to it."

Throughout he

has associated spring and the beauty of its newness with
innocence and virginity.

That is why he cannot bear to see

the trumpet-shaped buds of the heaven tree lying spoiled on
the sidewalk, trampled underfoot.

They are painful

1 ^0n page 180 in the novel, we are told that Narcissa
asks Aunt Jenny for the name of the district attorney, but
on page 291 , Horace remembers an event that occurred the day
his sister asked him the name of the district attorney.
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reminders that "April is the cruelest month in the
year.
There is one other woman with whom Horace is in close
contact during this period— Ruby Lamar, the common-law wife
of his client; he also suffers disillusionment at her hands.
Brooks points out that his admiration for her loyalty,
power of endurance, and sacrificial nature causes him to
feel shattered when she offers to prostitute herself to him
in payment for his legal services.

Brooks further points

out the significance of Horace's calling her a "stupid
mammal" when he learns that she has assumed all along that
Horace expected this kind of payment;

"Women are peculiarly

mammals, creatures that give suck, and to Horace, the
appalled and outraged idealist, these human beings, whose
function is so invincibly animal, are nowhere more so than
1^
in their unwillingness to believe in ideals." ^

However,

in spite of the momentary disillusionment, he recognizes
her as a positive force.

He has been aware from the outset

of her past life of prostitution, but it is only when she
attempts to relate it to him that it becomes a present
fact, a repugnant one.
The evil treated thus far has been largely that which
filters through Horace's consciousness and forces him to
adjust his view of women and therefore of reality.
1 i»-cf.

Brooks, William Faulkner, p. 130.

^^William Faulkner, p. 130.

In much
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of the novel, however, evil is presented objectively with
no moral gauge.
stylized form.

It is therefore presented in a highly
Popeye is stark naked evil; even the most

unsophisticated reader realizes this fact.

How we are to

interpret his evil is the enigma, and diversity in
interpretation testifies to its ambiguousness.
Faulkner seems to have outdone his mentor Sherwood
Anderson in multiplicity of explanations suggested for
atypical behavior.

Anderson prefaces his Winesburg Ohio

collection with "The Book of the Grotesque," in which he
implies some sort of inherent greed or compulsiveness as
an explanation for the erratic behavior of all his
"grotesques.”

In most of the stories, however, abnormality

is presented largely as a result of the social pressures
of a mechanistic age.
technique.

Faulkner uses the reverse of this

After having the action of the novel shaped

by the egregious little man in a narrow black suit who
appears out of nowhere, he adds a chapter of explanation
for both his appearance and behavior.
Popeyefs brooding presence opens the novel; he is
lurking in a screen of bushes watching Horace drink from a
stream.

Faulkner constructed the scene with care:

the

natural setting with all of its symbolic overtones is
presented before we get a description of Popeye:
The spring welled up at the root of the beech
tree and flowed away upon a bottom of whorled and
waved sand. It was surrounded by a thick growth
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of cane and brier, of cypress and gum in which
broken sunlight lay sourceless. Somewhere, hidden
and secret yet nearby, a bird sang three notes and
ceased.
(p. 3 )
Popeye, impinging upon this scene of natural beauty on a
spring day, is "the machine in the garden."

A small,

chinless man dressed in black, Popeye has a "queer blood
less color, as though seen by electric light" and against
the sunny silence has a "vicious depthless quality of
stamped tin" (p. ij.).

A cigarette slants across his cut

off chin (here as in other scenes, the smoke emits from his
mouth in such a way as to suggest a factory as well as to
evoke hellish overtones); his eyes resemble rubber knobs;
and he carries a cheap watch and pistol.

Everything about

his demeanor suggests commercialism--alienation from
nature--and his mechanical movements reinforce this idea.
As they walk together toward the house, Horace notices his
unnatural body movements— he cringes viciously and jerks
his head from side to side.
them, he is terrified.

When an owl flies close to

Horace feels "Popeye1s whole body

spring against him and his hand claw at his coat . . .
clawing at his pocket and hissing through his teeth like a
cat" (p. 7)»

Later Horace remembers the night at the Old

Frenchman place— how that little black man so filled the
house, dominated the entire night, that his mere being
became a nameless threat:
[He thinks] of Popeye's black presence lying
upon the house like the shadow of something no
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larger than a match falling monstrous and
portentous upon something else otherwise familiar
and everyday and twenty times its size.
(p. 116)
Faulkner runs the gamut of extreme devices in his initial
introduction of Popeye to present a character who is so
outside the pale of humanity that neither laws nor morals
have any relevance.

He is completely mechanical, too

inhuman to function except in terms of allegory.

One of

the ironies of the novel is the fact that although he
trafficks in liquor, he cannot drink; and

aLthough his

hangout is a brothel, he cannot function sexually.

Brooks

points out that his lack of natural vices, resulting from
his incapacity to enjoy alcohol and sex, aids in making him
"a monstrous affront to the natural scene.”

1A

The central incident in the novel is Popeye’s
unnatural rape of Temple.

It is as if rape itself is not

a strong enough violation of nature; Popeye’s rape must be
accomplished by artificial means.
of course.

There is a paradox here,

The fact that he must rely on artificial means

underscores his weakness, his ineffectuality.

At Frenchman’s

Bend he uses a corncob, the handiest object in sight; in
Memphis, he uses Red, a virile young gangster.

He cannot on

his own perform the most important function of life.
physical grotesqueness culminates in his impotency.
pure evil, this is a curious detail.

His
For

One might be more at

ease with a horn sprouting from his head or, on the more
^ ’’William Faulkner:

Vision of Good and Evil,’’ p. 27.
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realistic level, a clubfoot.

His impotency forces us to

reinterpret his evil, for it plainly indicates that he can
hurt but cannot corrupt— that he lacks the energy and
vitality of pure evil.
fact:

The case of Temple bears out this

he does not corrupt her; she is ripe for evil but

because of her surface conventionality, her initial
introduction to it must be forced.
In spite of the connotations of Popeye's impotency, it
is certain that Faulkner saw him as evil.

William Van

O'Connor records that Faulkner once described him as "pure
17

evil." '

When he was asked later if Popeye was supposed to

be emblematic of evil in a materialistic society, he
responded:

"No, he was to me another lost human being.

He

became evil in modern society only by coincidence, but I
was still writing about people, not about ideas, not about
symbols."

Whether he meant lost in its secular sense of

not being able to find any sense of direction or purpose in
life, or in the theological sense of being damned, is not
clear, but it is my belief that approaching Popeye from the
latter viewpoint will enable us to better understand his
function.

The fact is that many critics believe that

Popeye's role would not be nearly so puzzling if Faulkner—
seemingly as an afterthought--had not elected to include
^^The Tangled Fire of William Faulkner, p. 5 7 •
1 ft

°Faulkner in the University, ed. Frederick L. Gwynn
and Joseph L. Blotner (Charlottesville: University of
Virginia Press, 1 9 5 9 ) , p. 7 k - *
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the brief biography of Popeye's early years, thus making
him a character rather than a pure type.

Without the

information regarding his ancestry and early years, we can
take him for a stylized representation of what modern
society does for man:

how it cuts him off from nature and

in doing so renders him impotent, how the exigencies of
materialism force a man into a compulsive pattern, a rigid
existence.

But since we have the afterword, we must

utilize it— and perhaps through it, we might partake of
Faulkner's vision, which obviously encompasses more than
just the twentieth century.
The rapist of the Old Frenchman place, the gangster of
Memphis, is born of parents who have nothing more in common
than that they ride the same streetcar a few times.
Popeye's father, a professional strikebreaker for the
railway company, impregnated the mother, transmitted a
syphilis germ, and moved on— all within the span of a few
weeks.

The effects of this congenital disease shaped

Popeye's entire life.

The point which Faulkner wishes to

emphasize is heredity; obviously if Popeye had not been
syphilitic, he might have overcome social deprivations.
The syphilis germ passed to him from his parents through an
act of lust is emblematic of original sin passed on to man
kind.

Both the outward and inward distortions resulting

from this condition are manifestations of his fallen nature.
His physical deformities were apparent from an early age:
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At first they thought he was blind. They found
he was not blind, though he did not learn to walk
and talk until he was about four years old.
(p. 296)
He had no hair at all until he was
five years old. . . .
[He was] an undersized child
with a stomach so delicate that the slightest
deviation from a strict regimen fixed for him by
the doctor would throw him into convulsions.
11Alcohol would kill him like strychnine, ’’ the
doctor said.
"And he will never be a man, properly
speaking. With care he will live some time longer.
But he will never be any older than he is now*”
(p. 3 0 0 )
His inward corruptness also showed up early since his
fifth birthday found him in an institution for incorrigible
children.

Having been given a party by a benevolent woman,

he locked himself in the bathroom, the door of which had
to be broken down by an axe:
The bathroom was empty. The window was open.
It gave onto a lower roof, from which a drainpipe
descended to the ground. But Popeye was gone.
On the floor lay a wicker cage in which two love
birds lived; beside it lay the birds themselves,
and the bloody scissors with which he had cut
them up alive.
Three months later, at the instigation of a
neighbor of his mother, Popeye was arrested and
sent to a home for incorrigible children. He had
cut up a half-grown kitten in the same way.
(p. 3 0 1 )
The pattern of behavior, established long before his fifth
birthday, holds throughout his life.

He perhaps refines his

techniques as he graduates from scissors to guns and becomes
more adept in covering his crimes and dodging the law.

But

his attitude toward life, even his own, remains the same.
He kills Tommy’s dog and Temple’s lover Red with the same
detachment— neither act has any more meaning than killing
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the lovebirds or the kitten.

He is as deformed morally as

he is physically, and for the same reason.

The details of

his heredity being what they are, I do not believe that we
should concern ourselves with his pyromaniacal grandmother
or his institutionalization, since according to his doctor,
he was not morally responsible and since he seems to fare
better socially as well as physically under a ’’strict
regimen.’’

It seems evident that both his physical and

mental deformities stem from a constitutional malady—
congenital syphilis.
The choice of syphilis as opposed to measles, which
also causes similar prenatal damage, is significant and is
entirely in keeping with Faulkner’s association of sex with
original sin and the Fall throughout his works.

The

spiritual deformity resulting from the Fall is a common
theme in Faulkner.

This deformity manifests itself in a

number of ways, but probably nowhere is it as exaggerated
as in the grotesque figure of Popeye.

Despite the fact that

Faulkner described him as a ’’lost human being," Popeye is a
type rather than a credible character.

His mechanical

aspects, so widely interpreted as representing various
twentieth-century ism’s, including capitalism and
industrialism, are merely further evidences of his fallen
state--his alienation from nature.

His behavior throughout

is better understood when we interpret his evil nature as
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primarily the universal evil in mankind, transmitted
through Adam and Eve, for it is awareness of the human
condition--a condition which transcends time and place—
that shapes all of Faulkner’s writings.

This interpretation

of Popeye’s symbolic function does not preclude, however,
his functioning secondarily as twentieth-century mechanical
man.

It merely comprehends it, for Popeye is, like Jason

Compson, Calvinism’s final dehumanized product.

The only

difference is that Jason is a character first and then a
symbol; Popeye is just a symbol.
Popeye's grotesqueness is so extreme that we are
liable to overlook two very human characters who are so
cloaked with respectability that they blend smoothly into
society.

Physical details of Clarence Snopes’s and Eustace

Graham's outward appearance, as well as highly connotative
imagery associated with them, provide a means for suggesting
their inward qualities.
Clarence Snopes is a "member of a family which had
been moving into Jefferson for the past twenty years, in
sections; a family of enough ramifications to have elected
him to the legislature without recourse to a public polling"
(p. 171)»

The Snopeses are treated in the Ybknapatawpha

saga not only as realistic characters who bring the country
side to life with their conniving underhanded dealings but
also as symbols of the inherent qualities in which such
behavior is rooted.

The initial description of Clarence
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Snopes’s ’’vast puffy face” is ludicrous; it suggests that
’’the Creator had completed his joke by lighting the
munificent expenditure of putty with something originally
intended for some weak acquisitive creature like a squirrel
or rat” (p. 169).

The comparison is ingenious; for most of

Snopes's energy is devoted to acquiring and "rat-holing”
or "squirrel-holing" little bits and pieces of information
that may be stored against a future date.

It is not mere

lust for power and money that we see in him; it is the base
means to which he will stoop in order to gain them.
O'Connor calls attention to the mechanical imagery
associated with Clarence Snopes.

His face looks like "a

pie took out of the oven too soon,” and his clothing is
related to a mechanical order:

"the whole man with his

shaved neck and pressed clothes and gleaming shoes emanated
somehow the idea that he had been dry cleaned rather than
1Q
washed." 7 The latter image suggests also physical unclean
ness, an idea reinforced by a number of other soil and
stain images, some of which also embody both ideas.

His

"third finger is discolored faintly at the base of a huge
ring" (p.

1 6 9 );

his shoddy overcoat has "a greasy collar"

(p. 169); his hat "is soiled" (p. 173)» and the white spots
in his polka dot tie "appeared dirty when seen close"
(p.

1 8 0 ).

1^The Tangled Fire of William Faulkner, p . 62.

119

Snopes uses his highly respectable position as a
senator to engage in "stupid chicanery and petty corruption
for stupid and petty ends.”

However, he is "off duty" as

a senator and in Miss Reba 1 s Memphis brothel when he
discovers Temple Drake's presence there.

This information

he sells to Horace, who feels that the end— saving the life
of his client who is innocent— justifies the means— stoop
ing to the Snopes level.

As a true enterpriser, however,

Clarence is not satisfied with selling the information
once; he sells it again to Judge Drake, Temple's father,
and evidently sells it again to a Jew lawyer in Memphis
(receiving, much to his chagrin, only ten dollars and a
beating).

The horror of his evil nature, like that of

Eustace Graham, is that it is masked by the respectability
accorded public offices.
The first detail we get regarding Eustace Graham is
his physical deformity:

"Graham had a club foot which had

elected him to the office he now held" (p. 2j?lj.) .

The

detail of the club foot (suggesting the devil's cloven
hoof) followed by the overt statement of its use for
purposes of exploitation, puts us on guard.

We are not

surprised to find accounts of his crooked gambling in law
school juxtaposed with details of compassionate professors
who "groomed him like a race horse . . . because he was
handicapped from the start" (p. 255)*

His handicap was so

skillfully used and displayed and his manner so ingratiating
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that within two years after graduation from law school, he
had a seat in the state legislature.

Evidently he

considered his present office a better launching site for
higher goals:

"he had been district attorney but a short

time, yet he had already let it be known that he would
announce for Congress on the record of his convictions"
(p. 256).
Graham is not on the surface an evil person:

his

outward servility, however, cloaks an inner corruption, a
restless and malignant vigor pointed toward one end—
political success.

Whether he knows for certain that Lee

Goodwin is innocent is not clear.

His willingness to play

underhanded, however, indicates that it would not have made
any difference.

The words innocent and guilty have little

relation to the key word conviction.

He says just the

right words to salve Narcissa's conscience for "discussing"
her brother's case:
"This is purely confidential.
I am violating my
oath of office.
I won't have to tell you that.
But it may save you worry to know that he hasn't
a chance in the world.
I know what the disappoint
ment will be to him, but that cant be helped. We
happen to know that the man is guilty. So if
there's any way you know of to get your brother
out of the case, I'd advise you to do it. A losing
lawyer is like a losing anything else, ballplayer
or merchant or doctor: his business is to — »
(p. 256)
His skillful "playing of the cards" in the courtroom—
and he seems to have them all— is responsible for the highpitched emotions of the crowd that culminate in the lynching
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of the prisoner.

He actually suggests the method to be

used when he cites the testimony of the chemist and the
gynecologist— bestowing upon the latter the honor of
’'authority on the most sacred affairs of the most sacred
thing in life, womanhood" before he relates their opinion
that "this is no longer a matter for the hangman, but for
a bonfire of gasoline— " (p.

2 7 6 ).

In any case, a large

share of the blame for the scapegoat death of Goodwin is
his; he shares it with Temple and Narcissa.
The club foot then is a rather obvious symbol; it
functions as a physical manifestation of Graham's spiritual
depravity.

Elmo Howell makes an interesting observation

concerning the deeper implications of this symbol:
Eustace Graham came into the world not made up like
other men, and in an earlier, more superstitious
age he would have had a hard time rising above his
deformity.
It is different in the modern world,
Faulkner suggests, where man has lost his sense of
the definiteness of evil. In a society which prefers
to deny all absolute values and to blur all distinctions,
Eustace Graham is able to succeed, not in spite of his
handicap, but because of it. He does not merit the
votes of his fellow citizens because of a club foot,
"which had elected him to the office he now held." Nor
does he deserve contempt and neglect. But modern man
cannot discriminate so nicely. He cannot see clearly,
for his vision is dimmed by a humanitarian mist. He
has renounced his claim on truth for a sentimental
concern for the underdog. Faulkner's satire on the
crippled man seems wantonly cruel, but actually his
attack is upon Demos, who has placed Graham in a
position of power. The swirling mob with their gaso
line cans act unwittingly as the agents of evil, which
in their fatuity they have established among them.2 °

20«The Quality of Evil in Sanctuary,» pp. 10i|.-105.
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II

The theme of evil in Sanctuary is counterpointed by
the appearance of respectability, creating a moral dimension
of hypocrisy and an esthetic dimension of irony.

Indeed

the intermingling of evil and respectability is essentially
what shatters Horace's lofty ideals.

The kind of evil that

Horace encounters at the Old Frenchman place makes no
pretense; it is open and takes no one off guard.

But the

insidious kind that is under the surface, the kind that
grows out of Christian righteousness and hides behind
respectability, is more difficult to cope with.
This subject has of necessity already been touched
upon in the discussion of Faulkner's analogues to the
concept of Fallen Man.

Although this kind of evil is no

less inherent, no less a result of original sin, than that
already treated, a different approach will enlarge the
meaning.

As opposed to a subjective (Horace’s conscious

ness) and a symbolic approach, a primarily objective
approach will provide another means for viewing the
attitudes and actions of the characters.

The hypocrisy in

this section can best be understood in the context of
secularized Calvinism.
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Righteous church women turn up often in Faulkner,^"*
but nowhere is their meddling depicted as being more
destructive and inhumane than in Sanctuary*

Surface

respectability is not confined to religious circles, how
ever; it shows up in every segment of society, and it
manifests itself most prominently in its total lack of
compassion for human frailty.

Since, however, this

attitude stems from perversion of Calvinistic teachings,
it seems appropriate to view first those who persecute in
the name of the Lord.
As was pointed out in connection with The Sound and the
Fury, the attitude stems from the teaching that "the elect,"
in order not to hinder their sanctification, should avoid
contact with ungodly people.

Later, Calvinism came to

accept church membership as a sign of divine election, and
since election was already identified with material success,
church affiliation became prestigious.

Members became part

of an elite religious group whose righteousness, insured by
church membership, made them guardians of community morals.
An uncharitable attitude toward the unregenerate sinner was
based on either or both of two unspoken assumptions:
charity might involve close contact with the ungodly—
contact that could have a corrupting influence, or it might
21

O ’Connor discusses the various works in which the
righteous church ladies appear, in The Tangled Fire of
William Faulkner, pp. 8 6 -0 7 .

12ij.
seem to condone the act of the sinner.

Condemnation then

in the name of the Lord was justifiable on the grounds
that the only way to make a sinner repent is to bring him
to his knees.
The church ladies of Jefferson no doubt boost their
own egos— give themselves a sort of moral status— when they
forget Christ’s command to let him who is without sin cast
the first stone.

They take their command from a secular

leader, and it is she who must be examined first as a member
of "the elect."
Narcissa's attitude is not an uncommon one among
members of the upper and middle class families in Jeffer
son.

Their concern with morality is not within itself

reprehensible.

However, they define morality in terms of

proper outward conduct, especially in sexual behavior.
Faulkner's harsh treatment of such characters is not based
on their attempt to uphold moral standards (as members of a
traditional society, this is in a sense their duty); it is
based on the narrowness of their viewpoint in evaluating
human worth, for conformity to an outward code is their sole
criterion.

Faulkner makes this point clear here, as else

where, through the use of contrasts:

characters who embody

inward values opposed to those who emphasize outward conduct.
Thus we see Narcissa set against both Horace and Ruby
Goodwin.
about:

Narcissa rails against what she can see or hear
Horace's outrageous conduct in marrying a divorced
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woman and his later leaving her, and Ruby Goodwin's openly
living with a man and bearing his child without being
married to him.

What she cannot see, and is too impervious

to perceive, is that both of the people whom she condemns
for violating codes possess the true Christian virtues of
charity and humility.

Narcissa is also pitted against

Aunt Jenny DuPre, much of whose character is implied in
her good-natured but perceptive assessment of Narcissa:
"Oh, fiddlesticks, do you think Narciss'd want
anybody to know that any of her folks could know
people that would do anything as natural as make
love or rob or steal?"
(p. 115 )
This passage points up Narcissa's rigidity, her denial of
inner feelings in favor of codified behavior that can be
labeled good or bad, right or wrong.

She is a secularized

Calvinist whose upbringing has taught her to distrust and
therefore suppress all natural inclinations, especially
those regarding sex.
evil is inherent.

Calvinism does not make her evil;

It does cause her to adopt a set of

attitudes that paradoxically both justify and mask her
evil.

By setting her against Ruby, who is natural and

open, Faulkner exposes the nature of her evil, and by
contrast elevates Ruby.
The pride that Narcissa takes in her virtuous rigidity
causes her to use herself as a yardstick by which to measure
human conduct.

Like the cold and aloof Greek Narcissus,

she is in love with her own image--the image that she sees
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reflected in the eyes of the community, so much in love
with it that she cannot bear to have her brother’s
benevolent actions damage it.

Therefore, she argues that

her brother should not have stayed in the house in town
because ’’everybody would expect you to stay here” (p.

1 1 3 ).

He should not have offered shelter to a helpless mother
and child because "I cannot have my brother mixed up with
a woman people are talking about” (p. 178).

He should not

have moved her to a hotel because that would cause even
more talk.

And finally he should not have attempted to

defend Goodwin, even though Goodwin is innocent, because
people believe he is guilty.

What Horace feels is not

important; neither are the feelings and welfare of his
clients.

What people believe is important because people

keep the image intact so that Narcissa can worship it.

It

is finally her self-love that causes her to stir up the town
and church ladies.
There is an irony in the fact that although she is not
herself a Baptist, she chooses Baptists as her instrument
to have the woman and child removed from the hotel.

The

remarks of the hotel proprietor suggest that the ladies of
the church have had experience in dealing with unregenerate
people:
’’It’s these church ladies. . . .
They come in this
morning. A committee of them. You know how it is,
I reckon . . . once they get set on a thing. A man
might just as well give up and do like they say.”
(P. 175)
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The proprietor adds that he himself has a position of
respectability to keep up, thus implying that he is morally
superior to Ruby Goodwin but probably having in mind that
it is "unwise for a business man to oppose the Baptist
Church.

The women themselves are not seen but rather are

reported on by the proprietor.

Similarly the hypocrisy of

the townsmen and the Baptist minister’s sermon is reported
on by Horace:
After [ Goodwin] surrendered, they hunted around
until they found the still. They knew what he was
doing, but they waited until he was down. Then
they all jumped on him. The good customers, that
had been buying whiskey from him and drinking all
that he would give them free and maybe trying to
make love to his wife behind his back. You should
hear them downtown.
This morning the Baptist
minister took him for a text. Not only as a
murderer, but as an adulterer; a polluter of the
free Democratic-Protestant atmosphere of
Yoknapatawpha County.
I gathered that his idea was
that Goodwin and the woman should both be burned
as a sole example to that child; the child should
be reared and taught the English language for the
sole end of being taught that it was begot in sin
by two people who suffered by fire for having begot
it. Good God, can a man, a civilised man,
seriously . . . (pp. 123 - 2lj.)
Thus we can see that Faulkner in counterpointing inward with
outward values also brings in the theme of illusion versus
reality.

With some characters, the stress is not on living

according to a code of respectability; it is keeping up a
facade of respectability.
The superficiality of such characters is dramatized
most extensively in Temple Drake whose whole being is a
sham.

The daughter of a judge and the younger sister of two

lawyers, a journalist, and a Harvard student, Temple

is a

college student who spends most of her time "playing at
being a woman" (p. 36).

Her greatest sport is seeing how

much sexual excitement she can have without breaking "the
rules."

Faulkner makes it very clear that her virginity is

only a technicality.

He characterizes her in the opening

scene with a short series of master strokes which introduce
the paradox of her being a respectable young lady who is
morally dishonest.

We see her sneaking out of the dormitory

"vanishing into the shadows" to have a night of excitement
with a "town boy"; we see her dancing "cool predatory and
discreet" and later getting into a car with a "fleet
revelation of flank and thigh" (p.

19).

boys joking and bragging about their

We hear thetown

evenings with her and

inadvertently revealing the actual extent of the conquests
in mimicking her defense against the final act:
father’s a judge" (p. 30).

"My

And we hear Gowan Steven’s

retort when she, after sneaking off a school train to
rendevouz with him, finds him drunk and dishevelled and
demands that he take her back to Oxford:
"Trying to come over me with your innocent
ways. Don’t think I spent last night with a couple
of your barbershop jellies for nothing. Dont think
I fed them my liquor just because I ’m big-hearted.
Y o u ’re pretty good, aren’t you? Think you can play
around all week with any badger-trimmed hick that
owns a Ford and fool me on Saturday, dont you?
Dont think I didn’t see your name where i t ’s written
on that lavatory wall."
(p. 3 7 )
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Temple’s behavior at the Old Frenchman place reveals a
divided consciousness, the two aspects of which might be
explored from a number of approaches— psychological,
theological, and social.

In Freudian terms, there is a

tension between the id— desire for purely instinctual
needs--and the superego— drive to obey moral laws.

In

Calvinistic terms, the tension is between the urges of the
flesh and the constraints of the mind (secularized spirit).
Olga Vickery interprets her behavior in social terms:
"Temple can never quite rid herself of the unnatural
flirtatiousness and the arch provocativeness which had
served her well at Ole Miss because the young men also knew
pp

their role in the pas de deux of social teasing."

The

interpretations are not at odds, of course; even if we
insist upon a theological view, the psychological and social
aspects are complementary.
Even after Temple's rape and abduction, the nervousness
she feels derives less from the shock of sexual violation
than from fear of being caught in a compromising situation.
When, on the way to Memphis, she makes an attempt to escape,
her attempt is foiled not by Popeye, but by her concern for
her reputation.

Popeye finds her crouching between a

barrel and the wall, terrified,

she seems relieved to be

rescued by her kidnapper:
^2The Novels of William Faulkner: A Critical Inter
pretation (Baton Rouge: L. S. U. Press, 1959), p. 1C>7.
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"He nearly saw me!” she whispered.
"He was
looking right at me."
"Who?" Popeye said. . • .
"He was coming right toward me! A boy. At
school. He was looking right toward me--"
(P. 136)
Later she does not try to run, but at this point she has
not yet become fascinated with the world of harlotry and
is frightened enough to attempt escape.

Her desire to

elude her captor, however, is not nearly so strong as her
desire to maintain surface respectability.
Temple makes a fetish of this surface respectability
even after having lived in the brothel for weeks and having
indulged in sexual orgies.

When Horace goes to Miss Reba's

establishment in an effort to get the girl to testify in
behalf of his client, he is told that he can speak to her
only in a darkened room, that "she won't have no light"
(p. 205).

Horace, assuming that she is so shamed by her

degradation that she cannot bear him to look upon her face,
is filled with sympathy and suggests that she appear at the
trial in some sort of disguise.

He is unprepared for her

sudden emergence from Tinder the cover, "her face puffed,
two spots of rouge on her cheekbones and her mouth painted
into a savage cupid's bow" (p. 206).

When she demands a

drink, Miss Reba reminds her that she has had three since
supper and begs her to lie down and cover up her "hekkidness."

It becomes evident that Temple's degradation means

nothing to her, that she has no real sense of morality.

But as she has pretended to respectability in the past, she
continues to do so when it serves her purposes--from her
petty deceptions at school to her perjured testimony on
the witness stand, testimony that sends an innocent man to
his death.

It is not clear why she perjures herself—

whether she does so to save her evil abductor or to save
her own reputation.

Several critics interpret her action

as a result of pressure brought by her father in order to
conceal the fact that she has been in the brothel since
the murder, for if she names Popeye as the murderer, this
information is bound to come o u t . Desire to keep up the
facade, according to this theory, provides motivation for
her identifying Goodwin as Tommy’s murderer and her rapist.
This theory is entirely plausible in light of Temple’s
character as we have seen it develop; however, it is
conjecture only and lacks specific support.

Brooks

effectively refutes, in a detailed examination of the
testimony, the hypothesis that "the district attorney
established a socially acceptable account of Temple’s
actions between the rape and the trial."

He points out that

if her father and the district attorney are in collusion,
there is no reason to disclose the rape at all.

He further

points to testimony which clearly implies that Temple does
23Among those who advance or accept this theory are
Peter Lisca, Faulkner Studies. 2, 5 - 7 5 Olga Vickery, op.
cit., 103-123; and Elmo Howell, op. cit., 99-123.
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disclose her whereabouts.

The district attorney questions

her:
"Where have you been living since May 12 of
this year?" Her head moved faintly as though
she would see beyond him. He moved into her line
of vision, holding her eyes. She stared at him
again, giving parrotlike answers.
"Did your father know you were there?"
"No."
Brooks contends that the last question surely implies that
she had told the district attorney that she was at Miss
Reba’s h o u s e . ^

Despite the fact that no concrete evidence

exists for defining Temple’s motivation for perjury in
terms of social necessity, we do see the facade being kept
up to the end when Temple’s dignified father walks sedately
and dramatically down to the witness box and escorts his
daughter to the door where her four brothers form a cordon
around her.

Her respectability having been weakened, they

encircle her with theirs, thus forming an impregnable
defense against those who would impugn her name.
The final scene depicts Temple and her father in
Luxembourg Gardens.

They call to mind Scott Fitzgerald’s

Tom and Daisy Buchanan who "retreat into their money" at
any crisis and "leave other people to clean up the mess."
Temple "yawned behind her hand, then she took out a compact
and opened it upon a face in miniature sullen and discon
tented and sad" (p. 309).

For her there has been no moral

^ W i l l i a m Faulkner, pp. 123-2l(..
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coming of age.

Her values are clearly shown in this final

scene, and they are precisely what they were before the
Old Frenchman place episode:
bored with conventionality.

she is self-centered and
From her father's point of

view, seeing the sights of Europe will not only act as a
soothing balm to heal the wounds of the terrible emotional
experience, it will give the talk a chance to die down.
Temple can reenter society, her degradation not forgotten,
but glossed over by her family's respectable position in
the community.
Faulkner reinforces his theme of evil residing under
a thin veneer of respectability with a technique he might
well have borrowed from Elizabethan playwrights— that of
having comic scenes parody the serious ones.

While the

main line of action at Miss Reba's is integral to the plot,
some of the incidents appear to have little connection
except in a thematic sense.

Faulkner obviously constructed

these comic scenes and incidents, which reflect a number of
serious features of the main plot, in order to comment
satirically on the poses and actions of the world of
respectability.
Miss Reba takes a great deal of pride in her position
as proprietress of the "most respectable" whore house in
Memphis.

According to Clarence Snopes, who is outclassed

and knows it, her prices are "higher'n Monte Carlo"
(p. 201).

Her first words to both Temple and Horace as
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they enter her establishment concern her reputation:

she

assures them that "anybody in Memphis can tell you who
Reba Rivers is . . . any man on the street, cop or not"
(p. 139).

The quality of her clients lends to the

prestigiousness of her business:

she has the ’’biggest men

in Memphis— bankers, lawyers, doctors— all of them,’’ she
tells Temple, and she later boasts to Horace:
”1 had the biggest lawyer in Memphis back there
in my dining room, treating my girls. A million
aire. He weighed two hundred and eighty pounds
and he had his own special bed made and sent down
here. It*s upstairs right this minute.” (p. 20ij.)
Although it turns out that she is using ’’biggest" in its
literal sense, she makes her point— that in her profession,
as in society as a whole, there are gradations, and that
her position in her domain is roughly analogous to the
aristocracy.

Her attitude toward the "nigger whorehouse"

and "common whores" is as supercilious as that of Narcissa
Sartoris toward Ruby Goodwin.
Miss Reba's status is enhanced by certain habits,
attitudes, and poses which are borrowed from the world of
morality but which Faulkner turns upside down to produce a
comic effect.

For instance she owns a pair of white wooly

dogs whose coats look as though she has cleaned them with
gasoline and whose necks she adorns with pink and blue
ribbons.

One would expect these status symbols to recline

passively on her lap, but instead they bare their teeth,
snarl, growl, bark, and snap and are constantly on the run
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from Misa Reba.

Our first glimpse of Miss Reba comes just

as she has returned from church "in a black silk gown and
a hat savagely flowered" with a "wooden rosary in one hand
and a tankard in the other" (p. 139).

As she fingers the

beads, she curses the snarling dogs and finally threatens
them by shaking the rosary at them.

She prattles

incessantly about how she and the late Mr*. Binford were
"happy as doves" while she beats the dog named Mr. Binford.
These incongruous details in characterization produce a
humorous effect, but the gem in facade lies in her interior
decorating.

The scene is Temple's bedroom:

The light hung from the center of the ceiling,
beneath a fluted shade of rose-colored paper
• . .; in the corner . . . sat a slop jar dressed
also in fluted rose-colored paper.
(p. 1^1)
This detail becomes more than just ludicrous when we find
an echo of it in a completely different setting.

Horace is

returning to his home in Kinston:
Before he reached the house, he saw the rosecolored shade at his wife's windows. He entered
the house from the back and came to her door and
looked into the room. She was reading in bed, a
broad magazine with a colored back. The lamp had
a rose-colored shade.
(p. 292)
The episode of the Snopes boys, Virgil and Fonzo,
taking up residence in Miss Reba's house is clearly a case
of Faulkner's having fun, yet it, too, extends the theme
of appearance versus reality.

Fresh from the country and

uninitiated in the ways of the city, the boys take Miss

Reba's brothel for a hotel and the house full of girls for
her daughters,

A game of double duplicity ensues as Miss

Reba throws up the shield of respectability ("I ain't
specially tender-hearted, for after all it aint no use in
helping young folks to learn this world's meanness until
they have to"), and likewise they appear to be the epitome
of morality.

After living there two weeks and speculating

on the strange noises at night, they, escorted by an
acquaintance, visit a house of prostitution and shame
facedly attempt to sneak back into Miss Reba's because "if
she was to find out where we been and what we been doing,
she might not let us stay in the house with them ladies no
more" (p. 190).

When they do get caught, they explain that

they have been to prayer meeting.

Although the whole affair

is topsy turvy, their dissimulation mirrors in a comic way
the serious scenes of Temple's sneaking in and out of the
college dormitory and fabricating "respectable" excuses.
Finally, following Red's funeral at the night club-which is itself a parody— Miss Reba entertains two "ladies",
friends-in-trade.

Miss Lorraine sits "primly erect, in

gold nose glasses on a gold chain and neat iron gray hair
[looking] like a schoolteacher" (p. 2ij4) •

Miss Myrtle, fat

and flaccid, is concerned with the improper language of her
six-year-old son.

She is shocked and indignant that he

calls the dog a "thon bitch" and wonders how he could learn
such language on an Arkansas farm.

The ladies chat
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"decorously in half-completed sentences," and "handing the
tankards delicately," they drink decorously, again and
again:
"Won't you have another?"
"Reely, I'm right ashamed," Miss Myrtle said.
"But Miss Reba has such good beer."
(p. 2l|-5>)
Their conversation which consists of trading flowery
compliments, exchanging remarks on the nature of men,
gossiping about underworld activity, arguing over whose
funeral had the most flowers, complaining of shortness of
breath and dizziness, and registering dismay at the
depravity of the six-year-old who steals beer— might have
occurred in a Jefferson parlor if we substitute garden club
for underworld.

Faulkner sees pretension everywhere, but

he creates these ludicrous scenes not only to extend his
theme but also to satirize the pseudo-morality of the
Jefferson aristocrats.
In The Sound and the Fury and in many other Faulkner
novels, the characters are polarized with respect to the
concept of self; that is, those who feel a sort of divine
appointment stand in direct contrast to the reprobates—
those who have a heavy sense of doom and feel themselves
being propelled by forces beyond their control.

This novel

lacks the strong antithesis found in The Sound and the Fury
and Light in August; while the idea of election is fully
developed in secularized respectability, its obverse—
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reprobation— is nebulous, fleeting.

The strong sense of

futility lies largely in the tone, but several characters
exhibit a feeling of fatalism.
Horace Benbow is, like Quentin Compson, a curious
mixture of idealism and fatalism.

In the opening section

in which Horace attempts to explain to Lee Goodwin why he
is running away from his marriage, the complexity of it
weighs so hard on him that he reduces it to symbolic
language, repeating again and again, "I just wanted a hill
to lie on you see” (p. 12).

Even before his escape is

completed, he speaks of his hopes in the past tense, as if
he is fully aware that for him there is no "hill.”

After

he speaks to Ruby, asking her, in effect, why she does not
assert herself, change her situation, he explains his
predicament:
"You see," he said, "I lack courage: that
was left out of me. The machinery is all here,
but it won't run."
(p. 1 3 )
Although he is making a half-hearted effort to escape the
boredom of his marriage, the impulsiveness with which he
left his home furnishes a clue to his judgment of himself.
Lacking the courage to face his wife and make a realistic
break with any degree of finality, he simply walked away
with no clothes, no money, subconsciously believing that
there is no "hill."

His strong sense of futility, in the

mode of Prufrock, sounds more like twentieth-century
determinism than Calvinism, but as has been pointed out
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before, determinism and secularized Calvinism have close
affinities.
Horace is related to Quentin Compson not only in his
vain effort to give meaning to life, but also in his
instinctive separation of body and mind.

We noted that

Q u e ntins emotional crisis (the day of his suicide) produces
a schism of nind and body— that the mind (secularized
spirit) detaches itself from the body and watches it in an
impersonal manner.

Horace describes a similar sensation

when he again attempts to formulate a reason for his dis
illusionment and epitomizes it all in having to pick up a
package of smelly shrimp every Friday at the depot:
"All the way home it drips and drips, until after
a while I follow myself to the station and stand
aside and watch Horace Benbow take that box off
the train and start home with it, changing hands
every hundred steps, and I following him, thinking
Here lies Horace Benbow in a fading series of small
stinking spots on a Mississippi sidewalk."
(p. 1Q )
Horace does, of course, attempt to assert himself in acting
as counsel and does believe for a time in his ability to
obtain justice for Goodwin, but the cards are stacked
against him.

As Brooks points out, it is not his ineffectu

ality but the horrifying power of evil that defeats him in
this case; anyone faced with similar odds would have suffered
the same f a t e . ^

Following the trial Horace is overcome

again with a sense of futility, with the uselessness of
2^William Faulkner, pp. 116-1 7 .
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struggle.

The signs of spring everywhere suggest hope; yet

within him is the knowledge that Lee Goodwin never had a
chance, that Little Belle’s womanhood will determine her
course in life, and that he cannot break out of the pattern
of his existence.

As he walks out of Narcissa's house, his

movements are perfunctory, almost mechanical.

Again the

sensation of body and mind separating comes upon him:
He walked across the porch.
"I intended to stop
here,” Horace said. He watched himself cross the
porch and then tread the diffident snow of the
last locusts.
(p. 285)
His mind believes that his body means only to take a walk,
but seemingly without volition, he walks straight into town.
Like many other Faulkner characters, he seems to have a
quality of prescience— a foreknowledge of some disastrous
event and its inexorability.

He stays in town, not because

he believes that he can prevent the lynching of Goodwin but
because he must try.

With the end of this phase of his

life comes his final acceptance that he cannot escape the
meaningless existence back in Kinston where he knows before
he arrives exactly what his wife will say to him.
Temple Drake shares with Horace this sense of being
unable to control her actions at times.

When she, terrified,

tries to elude the men at the Old Frenchman place, her mind
and body become separate entities:
For an instant she stood and watched herself
run out of her body, out of one slipper. She
watched her legs twinkle against the sand, through

11J.1

the flecks of sunlight, for several yards, then
whirl and run back and snatch up the slipper and
whirl and run again,
(p, 8 9 )
Relating the experience to Horace later, she remembers that
when standing over her bed in the darkened room that night,
Popeye touched her, her skin started jumping away like
"flying fish in front of a boat,"

She recalls that "it was

like my skin knew which way it was going before it started
moving, and my skin would keep on jerking ahead of [his
hand] like there wouldn’tbe anything when [it] got there"
(p. 211),

Again there isa definite sense

of disconnection,

of the mind observing movements of the body.
Temple does not develop in this novel to the point of
self-awareness; therefore, these details within themselves
suggest nothing more than a similarity to such characters
as Horace Benbow, Quentin Compson, and Joe Christmas.

It

is interesting to note these tendencies, however, because
in Requiem for

& Nun,

the sequel to Sanctuary, Temple

becomes morally conscious and feels a sense of fate— the
necessity of events having to work themselves out in a
certain way— comparable to that of any of Faulkner’s doomed
characters.
Popeye's outward behavior in the final chapter might
suggest that he is something of a fatalist.

However, since

Faulkner renders this scene impressionistically (as he does
all of Popeye's scenes), we can only speculate on what goes
on inside his mind as he faces death.

During his trial for
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a murder he did not commit, he yawns and lounges in his
chair.

This indifference might be explained in terms of

supreme optimism.

However, his resignation after being

sentenced to hang suggests that he believes in a fixed
fate.

He accepts his death as imminent with no display of

emotion, even refusing to allow his attorney to appeal the
case.

Standing calmly on the scaffold, he becomes ruffled

only when the rope disarranges his well-oiled hair:
Popeye began to jerk his neck forward in little
jerks.
"Psssst!" he said, the sound cutting sharp
into the drone of the minister's voice; "pssst!"
The sheriff looked at him; he quit jerking his neck
and stood rigid, as though he had an egg balanced
on his head.
"Fix my hair, Jack," he said.
(p. 308)
It surely would be a mistake to attribute to this character,
who functions like a machine, any belief--in the sense of
long-held or carefully formulated ideas.

But the facts of

his acting quickly and cleverly to avoid going to trial /for
two murders he did commit, yet calmly, without even avail
ing himself of an appeal, accepting death for a murder he
did not commit seem plausible only if he has an instinctive
sense of fatality.
Although we never get inside Lee Goodwin's mind either,
we -understand from the outset that he is a fatalist.

Brooks

p /1

calls him the "real fatalist" in the novel.

There is a

strong sense of doom hanging over the entire jail— a sense
emanating from the convicted Negro murderer but felt and
^ W i l l i a m Faulkner, p . 11 8 .
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shared by those who pause to listen or join in his mournful
singing:
After supper a few Negroes gathered along the fence
below--natty, shoddy s u i t s a n d sweat-stained over
alls shoulder to shoulder--and in chorus with the
murderer, they sang spirituals while white people
slowed and stopped in the leafed darkness that was
almost summer, to listen to those who were sure to
die and him who was already dead singing about
heaven and being tired; or perhaps in the interval
between songs a rich sourceless voice coming out of
the high darkness where the ragged shadow of the
heaven tree which snooded the street lamp at the
corner fretted and mourned:
"Fo days mo! Den dey
ghy stroy de bes ba'ytone singer in nawth
Mississippi!” (p. 111)
Goodwin’s "Damn that fellow" indicates his realization that
there is more than just a casual analogy in their situations.
But it is not the law he fears; he tells Horace again and
again that "I don’t have to clear myself; i t ’s up to them
to hang it on me" (p. 111).

His real fear is that at any

moment he stands erect in front of the window, a bullet may
cut him down:

Popeye can "light matches with a pistol at

twenty feet" (p. 128).

Despite M s

refusal to name Popeye

as the murderer and despite M s precautions in the jail, he
is very much convinced, even in his initial interview with
Horace, that Popeye will find a means of exterminating him:
"If you just promise to get the kid a good newspaper
grift when he's big enough to make change. Ruby'll
be all right."
(p. 1 1 2 )
The sense of doom that pervades the novel is established
in the opening chapter in the G o t M c atmosphere of the ruined
house and is brought to a close in the final impressionistic

m
scene where Temple’s eyes seem to move "into the sky lying
prone and vanquished in the embrace of the season of rain
and death" (p. 309).

This feeling, of course, emanates

from the horrifying evil which Faulkner depicts at the very
center of existence.

Horace’s remark that it would be

better if everyone were "removed, cauterized out of the old
and tragic flank of the world" suggests that he is thinking
in terms of a fallen world, of humanity struggling under
the curse of original sin.

His realization that there is

"a logical pattern to evil" is his final acknowledgment of
this condition:

the pattern is logical because all of man

kind shares in the tragedy.

Aubrey Williams's conclusion

is concise and emphatic:
The true and ultimate shock of the novel is not to
be found in the single grotesque episode in which
a young girl is raped with a corn-cob.
It is to
be found in the larger pattern of evil of which
this episode is one more instance. It is a pattern
of evil which is hardly comparable with any thing
else Faulkner has written. . . .
In this novel, at
least, Faulkner presents us with a bleak assertion
that the human body is not a temple of the holy
spirit, and with an equally bleak assertion that,
for man, there is no sanctuary. 2 7
Sanctuary has its topical elements, both in its treat
ment of gangsterism of the
of hopelessness.
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and its wasteland note

However, the pervasiveness, as well as the

quality of evil suggests a religious rather than a secular
vision; they also suggest a far harsher view of man than
^7«\fiiiiam Faulkner's Temple of Innocence," Rice
Institute Pamphlet, I|_7 (1960), p. 6 7 .

Christian orthodoxy holds.

Man's corrupt nature in this

novel implies a Calvinistic view of man:

he is a depraved

creature who yearns not toward good but toward evil.

Chapter III

Light in August
Light in August deals overtly and frankly with Calvin
ism.

In a sense the novel is Faulkner's intellectualization

of Calvinism:

he presents it consciously in all of its

negative aspects, condemning its excesses with a fury not
found elsewhere in his works and at the same time
demonstrating an unconscious adherence and emotional
commitment to it as a framework for his vision.

In moving

from the microcosmic picture of the Compson world to the
larger landscape of Sanctuary, Faulkner continues to allow
certain provincial attitudes to shape the action, and in
doing so suggests not only the pervasiveness but also the
extent of these attitudes.

Neither novel, however, deals

directly with Calvinism; religious belief remains in the
background.

In Light in August, he finally brings his

growing concern into full light to present an entire
community whose lives have been warped by attitudes deriving
from Calvinism.

Although we find in this novel a full

development of many ideas not treated explicitly in the
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earlier novels, ideas related to original sin and pre
destination, Faulkner's method of presenting the secular
version of these theological tenets remains essentially the
same as in the earlier works.

The idea of original sin is

again manifested in both woman and man:

woman's depravity

is expressed through her lascivious nature; man's fallen
state is shown in his alienation from nature.

A third

curse, closely allied to the others, is present in this
novel--Negro blood.

The idea of predestination— election

and reprobation--is also germinal.

The strong sense of

fatalism, prominent in all major characters, is a principal
shaping force of the action.
Calvinism shapes the world of Light in August through
community attitudes that elevate righteousness above love
and accept depravity as the natural condition of man.
Cleanth Brooks says that the basic theme is man's attempt
to hold himself in rigid aloofness above the relaxed female
world.

The harshness of a moralistic code stemming from

Calvinistic dogma is present from the opening pages where
the heavy-with-child Lena Grove is confronted by her
brother, a "hard man," whom all softness and gentleness had
been sweated out of, leaving only "a kind of stubborn and
despairing fortitude and the bleak heritage of his blood
"William Faulkner: Vision of Good and Evil," in his
Hidden Gods Hemingway , Faulkner. Yeats, Eliot, and Warren
(New Haven: Yaie University Press, 1963), p. 3 6 .
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pride.He

labels her "whore" and she takes to the road

in pursuit of her lover, a pursuit that ultimately brings
together the three narrative strands.
masculine rigidity appears early:

The pattern of

man, in his fixed

pattern of morality, behaves like an automaton and is
alienated from anything that suggests life and vitality.
On the basis of a decidedly Calvinistic masculine morality,
he views woman as the embodiment of evil and therefore the
instrument of his fall.
There are four pivotal scenes developing this theme,
the first of which occurs while Joe is still at the
orphanage.

While Faulkner makes it clear that the boy is

far too young to interpret what he sees, the traumatic
experience with the dietitian is buried in the deep
recesses of his mind--"memory believes before knowing
remembers" (p. IOI4.)— and is significant in causing a deep
pathological hatred of women.

The dietitian, under the

impression that the five-year-old-child (who is in the
closet eating toothpaste) has covertly watched her and her
lover in the sex act, needs aid in getting rid of the
witness.

She cannot conceive that he has nothing to tell

but his own crime and that his silence stems not from the
desire to blackmail but from fear.

After three days of

2Light in August, Modern Library Edition (1932; rpt.
New York: Random House, 19^0), p.
All subsequent
references are to this edition and are included in the text.
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agony and uncertainty that her veneer of respectability is
about to be wiped away, "her natural female infallibility
for the spontaneous comprehension of evil" (p.

110)

leads

her "without ratiocination" to Doc Hines, the sinister
looking janitor at whom she has never looked before.

The

two enter into a complicity based on her need to cover her
misconduct and his need to torture his young grandchild whom
he believes to have Negro blood.
Two circumstances at the orphanage are significant in
shaping Joe’s future:

his failure to receive the punishment

for his crime that his Calvinistic world had conditioned
him for, and the act of the janitor in kidnapping him from
the orphanage after having tortured him with the word
"nigger" for five years.

The two episodes connect forever

in the mind of the boy the idea of sex and Negro blood,
both of which are in Hines's twisted mind emblematic of
natural depravity.
Hines's assessment of women as implied in his condem
nation of the dietitian (and later in a flashback concerning
his daughter) is harsh and rough, but if we change the tone
from one of fury to one of resignation and the language from
that of an illiterate religious fanatic to that of a
philosophic lawyer, we can see that Doc Hines's basic view
is close to those of Mr. Compson and Horace Benbow.

While

Compson speaks of "delicate equilibrium of periodical filth
between two moons balanced," and Horace of "reaffirmation

of the old ferment," Hines says simply "pollution and
abomination and womanfilth" (p. 115)•

"Jezebel," he calls

the dietitian, as they bargain the fate of the boy in her
"womanroom . • •: close room, warm, littered, womanpink
smelling."

Hines sees woman’s sexuality as corrupt:

anything anti-masculine, be it colors, clothes, odors, is
a part of the abomination which man must struggle against
but to which he is inevitably drawn through his weakness.
The Biblical concept of woman’s being unclean is the basis
for the Faulknerian male’s concept of woman as a destroyer
of order.
The next three scenes, in which Joe equates woman's
sexuality with evil and sees it as analogous to original
sin, concern him as he becomes a part of the adult world.
Having been adopted by the McEacherns, a staunch Calvinist
couple, the boy becomes a part of an austere, regimented,
Old-Testament-oriented world, in which his foster father
self-righteously beats him into unconsciousness for his
failure to learn his catechism, an act which upholds his
beliefs in a hard masculine world of punishment.

Cleanth

Brooks says that although Joe is the most violent rebel
against hellfire Protestantism, there is a sense in which
"he is the sternest and most thoroughly dedicated 'Cal
vinist' in the book."

His most prominent Calvinistic

feature is his fear and distrust of the female principle.
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He even has affinities with his grandfather, Doc Hines.3
His first sexual experience occurs in his early
puberty when he and three companions are to take turns
having sexual relations with a young Negro girl in an
abandoned mill shed.
nauseated;

As he enters the shed, be becomes

from somewhere in the reservoirs of the

unconscious come fragments of memories associated with sex
and dietitian and toothpaste:
There was something in him trying to get out, like
when he had used to think of toothpaste. But he
could not move at once, standing there, smelling the
woman, smelling the Negro all at once; enclosed by
the womanshenegro and the haste, driven, having to
wait until she spoke: a guiding sound that was no
particular word and completely unaware. Then it
seemed to him that he could see her— something prone,
abject; her eyes perhaps. Leaning, he seemed to
look down into a black well and at the bottom saw
two glints like reflections of dead stars.
(p. 137 )
His nausea at "smelling the woman smelling the Negro all at
once" and his violent behavior that follows constitute a
psychological reaction that has no simple explanation.
Faulkner deliberately brings up the toothpaste episode
again, undoubtedly suggesting that welling up from the boy's
unconscious mind is remembrance of the earlier sexual
episode to which he was unwittingly a spectator and to
which he instinctively linked his sudden departure from the
orphanage.

The nausea recurs, thus defining a pattern which

will continue throughout his lifetime.

Undoubtedly, too,

3william Faulkner: The Yoknapatawpha Country (New
Haven: Yale University Press"!! 1963), PP» 65-66.
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the fact that the girl is a Negro further complicates his
psychological response; for Negro and sex have already been
linked in his mind by the incident at the orphanage.^-

But

several years have elapsed since he left the orphanage and
other forces have been at work upon him.
Perhaps he has learned his catechism well, in spite
of his refusal to recite it, from a man ’’who had never
committed lechery himself and [who] had not once failed to
refuse to listen to anyone who talked about it" (p.

1 7 5 ).

It is logical to assume that the subject of fornication had
come up during periods of religious instruction, either at
home or at the church he regularly attended with his
parents, since the boy "perhaps did not think of it as sin
until he thought of the man who would be waiting for him
at home" (p. 137)•

However, his feeling of looking down

into a "black well" suggests that he is looking into his
own self and finding the blackness of original sin,
regardless of his unawareness of it.

Of course he does not

reject sex and kick the girl or fight the boys because of
any conscious moral code.

His reaction stems from a complex

of emotion-charged ideas and suppressed memories, including
his years in the Calvinistic household.
^-Alwyn Borland in pointing out the importance of the
connection notes that black blood becomes important only
when sex is involved.
"Light in August; The Calvinism
of William Faulkner," Modern Fiction Studies, 8 (1962).
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Perhaps, too, the earlier episode has been decisive in
causing the boy1s antipathy toward his foster mother, who
has "a woman’s affinity and instinct for secrecy for casting
a faint taint of evil about the most trivial and innocent
actions” (p. 114.7 ) •

Although she insists on mothering him

and secretly siding with him when the wrath of the tyranni
cal father falls on him, his hatred of her is intense:
It was not the hard work he hated, nor the punishment
and injustice. He was used to that before he ever
saw either of them. He expected no less of them,
and so was neither outraged nor surprised. It was
the woman: that softkindness which he believed him
self doomed forever to be a victim of and which he
hated worse than he did the hard and ruthless justice
of men.
(p. 1lj.7)
Faulkner suggests a psychological conditioning against
women associated with the incident at the orphanage.

But

the process was only begun at the orphanage; it continues
under the tutelage of the masculine chauvinism of McEachern
who intimidates his ”timid, hunched” wife— a woman with
’’something queer about her eyes, as if whatever she saw or
heard, she saw or heard through a more immediate manshape
or manvoice, as if she were the medium and the vigorous and
ruthless husband were the control” (p. 129).
Joe’s feeling of revulsion toward the opposite sex
reaches a minor climax when one of his friends tells him of
the menstrual cycle.

Horrified, he goes into the woods,

kills a sheep, and washes his hands in the blood.

This

ritualistic act has religious overtones; it suggests again

that perhaps he absorbed more of the Old Testament than he
is willing to admit.

His actions bring to mind ceremonial

passages from Leviticus describing the slaying of the
bullock and goat to ’’make an atonement because of the
uncleanness of the children of Israel” (Leviticus 16:16).
It also suggests the Christian symbolism of cleansing power
in the blood of the Lamb.

This act is not consciously

religious, however; for Joe’s hatred of religion is so deep
that it extends generally to include all girls associated
with church.

Although it fails to expiate any guilt feelings

he has, it enables him to suppress temporarily (’’buy
immunity” as he later calls it) the terrible knowledge of
woman's monthly curse (in Calvinistic terms, a symbol of the
Ori gi nal Cur se ).
The knowledge of the curse is forced upon Joe again at
the outset of his relationship with Bobbie Allen who is
described as being ’’slight almost childlike,” her smallness
being ’’not due to any natural slenderness, but to some
inner corruption [italics mine] of the spirit” (p. 1£0).
This being his first attempt at the sexual act, he is over
anxious to hide his inexperience and is thus thrown
completely off balance when the girl tells him "halting,
clumsily, using the only words which she knew perhaps” why
they cannot have sexual relations.

His mind flees backward

"past the slain sheep, the price paid for immunity” to the
moment of his first knowledge; his fist involuntarily
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strikes her.

He rims into the woods, again symbolically-

rejecting femininity to retreat into what he believes a
"hard" masculine world:
He reached the woods and entered, among the hard
trunks, the branchshadowed quiet, hardfeeling,
hardsmelling, invisible.
In the notseeing and
the hardknowing as though in a cave he seemed to
see a diminishing row of suavely shaped urns in
moonlight, blanched. And not one was perfect.
Each one was cracked and from each crack there
issued something liquid, deathcolored, and foul.
He touched a tree, leaning his propped arms
against it, seeing the ranked and moonlit urns.
He vomited.
(p. 165)
The trees become urns (one of Faulkner’s favorite symbols
for beauty and perfection); the urns become women; and the
foul deathcolored liquid becomes the menses.

The menses

then is the manifestation of depravity.
Joe's experience in the forest in which he recognizes
evil calls to mind that of Hawthorne's Goodman Brown who
on his way to a Black Mass encounters all the "elect" of
the village.

And in a sense, Joe's epiphany results in the

same bitterness and frustration experienced by Brown.
orientation is different:

The

in Joe's case the evil in woman

is the focus, while in Brown's, it is mankind's.

The

demands of the two genres being different, Brown's bitter
ness is summed up in a single line while Joe's is
dramatized in several hundred pages.

But both writers are

concerned with the Calvinistic notion of depravity.
Faulkner's analogue— the menstrual cycle— is a symbol that
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the Victorian writer could scarcely have utilized, even had
his artistic vision conceived it.
The courtship of Bobbie Allen, in spite of Joe’s
negative reaction, or perhaps even because of the reaction
and the acceptance it brings, is continued.

Bobbie is a

small-time prostitute and Joe becomes her clandestine
lover.

Believing, in his naivete, that their relationship

is more than a physical one, he secures his leave from the
McEachern farmhouse by means of a rope lowered from his
window.

The climax of this phase of Joe’s life occurs when

McEachern observes Joe scaling down the rope and riding off
to town and follows him to his trysting place, a schoolhouse
dance.

There, Joe, rather than suffer the embarrassment of

a prolonged encounter with his pious foster father, who
has now confused his son's face with that of Satan, brings
a chair down upon the old man's head.

Following his

emancipation, he has to suffer the final disillusionment of
his youth— learning that Bobbie’s loyalty goes to the highest
bidder and receiving a beating at the hands of her panderer,
who must satisfy his curiosity as to whether Joe's blood is
black.
This episode ends his youthful sexual experience and
points him on the street fifteen years long, that "ran as
one street, with imperceptible corners and changes of
scene . . . into Oklahoma and Missouri and as far south as
Mexico and then back north to Chicago and Detroit and then
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back south again and at last to Mississippi"

(p. 195)*

His

initiation should logically have ended with Bobbie Allen or
surely in the fifteen years that follow— years in which he
moves from prostitute to prostitute, hating the Negroes
because their blackness is linked in his mind with evil and
hating the whites because they take him--a Negro— into their
beds.

But his life is one of "normal, healthy promiscuity"

until he meets Joanna Burden, in whom he sees a capacity
for evil he has not before dreamed of.
Joe’s relationship with Joanna Burden is by far the
most interesting part of his initiation, primarily because
it is the most detailed.

Little is left to the imagination

because the ordinary imagination is not capable of
visualizing, without graphic aid, the sexual aberrations of
a New England Calvinistic spinster in her first and last
sexual experience.
Joanna’s Calvinistic rigidity is evident in her first
sexual relations with Joe, in which there "was no feminine
vacillation, no coyness of obvious desire and intention to
succumb • . ." (p. 205).

Her instinctive fear of sex, which

is a part of her religious conditioning, precludes her
complete surrender.

The second phase of their relationship,

however, shocks Joe, who for fifteen years has "bedded with
women and paid them when he had the money, and when he did
not have it, bedded anyway and then told them that he was a
Negro" (p. 196).

Witnessing "the fury of the New England
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glacier exposed suddenly to the fire of the New England
biblical hell” is the final phase of Joe’s initiation:

for

all of his "bedding down" he has experienced nothing
comparable to Joanna Burden's "nymphomania."

Her insatiable

sexual appetite and her fascination for the forbidden are
new experiences for him:
She appeared to compensate each night as if she
believed that it would be the last night on earth
by damning herself forever to the hell of her fore
fathers, by living not in sin but in filth. She
had an avidity for the forbidden wordsymbols; an
insatiable appetite for the sound of them on his
tongue and her own.
(p. 226)
Within six months, she is completely corrupted, "the
corruption coming from a source more inexplicable to him
than to her" (p. 227).

The blackness of spirit,, the

corruption that he senses within her, is, of course,
inherent, even though to Joe she "seemed to gather [it]
from the air itself"

(p. 227).

He begins to feel himself

being sucked down into a bottomless morass.

(The pit, of

course, is an archetypal symbol representing the womb; in
Calvinistic terms, it represents Hell, the two being
synonymous to Joe.)

The fury of her sexual passion is

compared to a torrent; she hides in the dark shrubbery and
forces Joe to find her and rape her while she whispers
passionately "nigger" to make her sin blacker and her
enjoyment of it greater.
Faulkner’s description of the forces of good and evil
struggling within her is at once religious and psychological—
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Manichaean and Freudian:
[Joe] watched the two creatures that struggled in
the one body like two moongleamed shapes struggling
drowning in alternate throes upon the surface of a
black thick pool beneath the last moon. Now it
would be that still, cold, contained figure of the
first phase who, even though lost and damned,
remained somehow impervious and impregnable; then
it would be the other, the second one, who in furious
denial of that impregnability strove to drown in
the black abyss of its own creating that physical
purity which had been preserved too long now even
to be lost. Now and then they would come to the
black surface, locked like sisters; the black waters
would drain away. Then the world would rush back . . .
she would stare at him with the wild despairing
face of a stranger . . . "She wants to pray, but
she dont know how to do that either," [he thinks].
(p. 228)
The Manichaean concept of dualism— of light and dark repre
senting good and evil, of the Soul (light) wanting to escape
from the body (darkness)— had found its way into Calvinistic
thinking early.

Of course the same polarities of light and

darkness invite a Freudian interpretation of superego and
id.

This passage, like many others using black and white,

is made richer through the use of images that utilize both
religious and psychological ideas.
Since in the feelings of guilt that Joanna experiences,
religious explanations obviously overlap with psychological
ones, it might be helpful at this point to make a clarifi
cation.

William R. Brown has made the point; I shall merely

use his distinction:

"The psychologist regards guilt as a

feeling and a feeling only, which may or may not be
objectively appropriate to the feeling which has aroused
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it, [whereas] the theologian regards it as the moral
consequence of sinful action."

He further explains that

Faulkner overrides this distinction, having guilt proceed
from an existent evil and being manifested both psychologically and religiously.
Although in Joe’s perception Joanna, as a woman, is
an embodiment of evil, and although he is not interested
in or capable of understanding the psychological impli
cations of her long story, her background is important to
us in understanding her responses to him and thus his
responses to her.

Joanna’s background is documented in an

even more detailed account than is Joe's.

The Christian

names of her ancestors, Nathaniel and Calvin both suggest
Calvinism and the surname Burden is even more suggestive,
conveying the idea that such a religion brings not
blessing and assurance but rather a terrible encumbrance.
The history of the Burden family, on the whole, bears this
idea out, for their abstract codes, derived ultimately from
Calvinism, demanded that they leave their native New England
and live unwelcome among Southerners.

Their mission, born

not out of love but out of a misplaced sense of duty, was
to alleviate the distressed conditions of the Negro in the
South.

If Negroes had been human beings to the Burdens,

^ ’’Faulkner's Paradox in Pathology and Salvation:
Sanctuary, Light in August, Requiem for a. Nun,” Texas
Studies in Literature and Language, 9 (1967-68) ,“Tj35T
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rather than a cause, then Joanna could have enjoyed human
companionship and would not have been forced to deny her
role as a woman.

But she, like her ancestors, regards them

as "the curse which God put on the whole race" (pp. 221-22).
Her father had listened to his father who had spoken on
this subject in words weighty enough to be passed on:
"Damn, lowbuilt black folks; low built because
of the weight of the wrath of God, black because
of the sin of human bondage staining their blood
and flesh."
(p. 2 1 7 )
The idea of the curse being put on by God, not man, was so
much a part of Joanna's cultural inheritance that it
projects itself in a very dramatic vision in which she sees
"all the little babies that would ever be in the world"
struggling to escape from the shadows of the black curse.
Thus her belief is firm, having both divine and ancestral
authority.

Since this curse Is a part of Joanna's burden—

her religious and psychological conditioning— she is
compelled to turn back to the "god of her fathers" and
their mission.

After she has sated herself with sex (she

has reached the menopause) she wants to convert Joe to her
religion, and, equally disastrous from his point of view, she
wants to domesticate him and educate him to serve the cause.
This is the breaking point for Joe (and ironically one of
the few times he asserts his freedom of will):
'Ho. If I give in now, I will deny all the thirty
years that I have lived to make me what I chose to
be.'
(p. 2 3 2 )

Although Joe lacks both the sensitivity and the
intellect of Quentin Compson and Horace Benbow, he
responds in various phases of his "initiation” much as the
earlier protagonists do.

The urn episode is one instance,

but there is no clearer-cut example of his similarity to
Quentin than the "accelerated mental

t u r m o i l ,

as opposed

to outward calm, that Joe exhibits in the twenty-four-hour
period before he murders Joanna.

He awakens with the

compulsion to kill her so much a part of his consciousness
that time is blurred for him:
committed the act.

he wonders if he has already

As he goes through mechanical, almost

ritualistic, motions of shaving, "using the water's surface
for a glass"

(p.

9 7 )#

eating, and reading, he watches the

"slow flowing of time beneath him" (p. 98).

He watches the

sun (time becomes an obsession) as he continues his ritual
of digging up cans of bootleg whiskey, piercing their
sides, and watching the dark liquid stain the sand.
Throughout, he is "unhurried, his face completely cold,
masklike almost" (p.

98

).

In his outward coolness and

deliberation and in his refusal to consider that his destiny
can in any way be altered, he is almost a replica of Quentin
Compson.

His mental turmoil continues, but he loses some

of his outward calm (as does Quentin when he engages in a
fistfight) when he compulsively enters the "shadow brooded
^This phrase is used by William R. Brown in "Faulkner's
Paradox in Pathology and Salvation," p.
.
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streets" of the Negro section.

He breathes quite hard as

"the fecundraellow voices of Negro women murmured," and he
feels as if he "has just been returned to the lightless hot
wet primogenitive Female" (p. 100).

That he equates sex

with both Negroes and nature and all of them with evil is
evident:

he runs into "the cold hard air of white people"

where he "becomes cool" and "walks quiet."

It is at this

point, according to an observation by William R. Brown,
that "all the separate threats that have surrounded him
throughout his life are at last in actual combination
against him, . . .

and the agent that personfies the

combination of these threats . . .

is Joanna Burden."'

Joe's experience with women is over— his initiation is
completed when he kills Joanna.

Ironically, he kills her

because of her "humanitarian" impulses.

Because his early

experiences with women have conditioned his thinking, he
can find no redeeming qualities in Joanna.

She, like his

foster mother, wants a closer relationship than he is able
to concede to.

In addition, she wants to change the

direction in his life.

Either concession will destroy his

sense of identity, nebulous though it is.

She is a threat

to everything against which he has inwardly rebelled.
The severity of this pattern of codified masculine
behavior and suspicion of women is relieved, however, by
the Lena Grove-Byron Bunch story.
7p. w .

Although Byron is
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somewhat compulsive in his actions (his obsession with work
is an example), he is a disciplined Christian whose most
prominent quality is a charitable attitude.

His perceptive

ness regarding Lena's natural goodness distinguishes him
from such characters as Joe, Hines, and McEachern.
Whereas, they regard woman's sexuality as evil, Byron senses
the difference between fertility and lust.

The latter

quality is lacking in Lena, who is in accord with "the old
earth of and with and by which she lives" (p.

23

).

If Faulkner's view of woman seems harsh at times, we
must remember that the blackest indictments, the views that
present her as the embodiment of evil, are subjective,
coming from the minds of obsessed male characters.

The

crux of the matter is that the mystery in the nature of
woman, her instinctive and elemental drives, represent a
threat to the rigid male's exaggerated concept of order.
In fact, just as Faulkner uses the obsessed male's vision
of woman's sexuality as a secular analogue to original sin,
he uses the male's rigid, codified behavior as an indication
of his fallen nature.
Several of the characters in this novel are depicted as
having about them an aura of evil, suggestions of affinities
with Satan.

Most of the male characters are not so overtly

diabolic as Doc Hines and Joe Christmas (who, paradoxically,
is both Satanic and Christ-like):

they are less colorful

because they are less rebellious and less violent.

The

evil in their nature is apparent in their sense of
isolation:

they vievr the entire finite world as evil,

Behind this unconscious pattern of thinking is the
assumption that man's fall affected both human and non
human nature.

Evil is pervasive; it resides not only in

man but also in external nature and especially in those
aspects of it that gladden the human heart and cause man
to look downward instead of upward.

It has already been

pointed out that Faulkner's tendency to use man's estrange
ment from nature as an index to his evil constitutes a
paradox— an amalgamation of the Romantic and Calvinistic
sensibilities.

While Faulkner's depiction of man as a

depraved creature is Calvinistic, his view of nature is
thoroughly Romantic.

It is his Romantic sensibility

(perhaps the Emersonian strain in him) that points up the
pathos of man's self-imposed exile from nature.
Man's fallen nature manifests itself most obviously in
his sense of alienation, but the patterns that it takes
vary widely, even in one work such as Light in August.
Although this novel, like Go Down Moses, clearly shows man's
rape of nature, this theme is not central to it.

It is

implicit, however, from the opening pages which describe the
devastation left by owners of sawmills who move in, raze
the land, and move out in a manner as impersonal as the
machines they operate:
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It had been there seven years and in seven years
more it would destroy all the timber within its
reach. Then some of the machinery and most of the
men who ran it and existed because of it would be
loaded into freight cars and moved away. But some
of the machinery would be left • . . gaunt, staring,
motionless wheels rising from mounds of brick
rubble and ragged weeds with a quality profoundly
astonishing . . . and gutted boilers . . . baffled
and bemused upon a stumppocked scene of profound
and peaceful desolation, unplowed, untilled, gutting
slowly into red and choked ravines beneath the long
quiet rains of autumn and the galloping fury of
vernal equinoxes.
(p. ij.)
The people who are left behind in the wake of such destruction
are spoken of appropriately as "the hookwormridden heirs at
large."

The metaphor of the parasitic worm living off the

man, of course, calls to our attention the parasitic man
living off nature.

And it is the man who runs the machine,

who exists because of it, that constitutes the important
metaphor here.

Throughout Light in August, man in his

alienation from nature, is depicted as having a machine
like quality, a rigidity that denies natural instinct.
Brooks' comment on "Faulkner as a nature poet" is relevant
here:

"[Faulkner's men] are already fallen and alienated.

In effect, then, Faulkner seems to accept the Christian
doctrine of original sin.
nature.

Men are condemned to prey upon

The only question is whether in doing so they will

exercise some kind of restraint and love the nature that
they are forced to use, or whether they will exploit nature
methodically and ruthlessly in a kind of rape."
O
William Faulkner, p. 37*

8

The characters in this novel that best exemplify
inherent depravity are the ones so alienated from nature,
so outside the pale of humanity, that they appear demonic.
Eupheus Hines (Doc) is immediately called to mind.

His

Christian name is ironic, of course, since eu is the Greek
prefix for good and phe derives from the Greek phem or
speaking.

The novel is filled with the blasphemies of the

good-speaking one.

Also called to mind because of Hines’s

wrath and fury is an ironic analogy between his vengeful
pursuit of Joe (and Joe’s father before him) and the Greek
Furies’ similar pursuit of Orestes.

The Furies (Erinyes)

ultimately become the benignant one (Euminides), and Hines
in his own perception becomes the instrument of God.
Although Hines believes he is acting in accordance with
instructions from Jehovah, he openly courts the devil in
earlier scenes.

Attempting to assess his character by

ordinary standards would prove useless since his very motives
for destroying Joe are inhuman and the product of a
maniacal mind.

Perhaps implicit in his character is a

comment on a religion so bleak and repressive that in a
certain kind of mind and under certain conditions God and
Satan become interchangeable.

Since, however, Faulkner does

not develop this idea by dramatizing the forces at work
upon the old man, Hines stands as an objectification of
evil.

And although his role in the novel is functional in

that he is the instrument of Joe's destruction, it is
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allegoric as well.

He serves to heighten the sense of

evil; his dark restless spirit broods over the novel from
beginning to

end.^

Hines’s grandson Joe Christmas, in whom the old man
has implanted the idea that dark skin means Negro blood and
therefore evil, best suggests original sin.

Joe’s extreme

sense of alienation from his environment is implicit from
the beginning, and occasionally it is commented upon.
Sometimes his alienation is shown simply by his unawareness,
his lack of response to or interest in nature.

The night

he murders Joanna Burden, he walks restlessly, soundlessly
through the night.

Darkness to him is only an impediment;

like other features of the landscape, it is foreign to
him.

The stars merely provide light; although he has ’’been

aware [of them ] for thirty years . . ., not one . . . had
any name to him or meant anything at all by shape or
brightness or position” (p. 192).

Or if he is aware,

nature seems to be surveying him indifferently:

as the

dawn comes, the yellow day ’’contemplates him drowsily, like
a prone and somnolent yellow cat” (p. 97)•

The most

explicit authorial statement comes toward the end of the
novel when Joe is hiding in the woods:
He had grown to manhood in the country, where
like the unswimming sailor his physical shape and
his thought had been molded by its compulsions
^Hines receives fuller treatment as a member of the
”elect,» pp. 1 7 8 -8 4 ..
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without his learning anything about its actual
shape or feel. For a week now he had remained
a foreigner to the immutable laws which earth
must obey.
(p. 295)
Peter Swiggart writes that Joe views nature as evil:
the earth is "tragic and inescapable" with a "damp rich" or
"savage and fecund odor."

Nature represents to Joe the

force of sensual desire, including the attractions of women
and food which he tries to escape or suppress by force of
will.

The teeming Negro blood, which he believes he

possesses, is another sign of this savage force.

By living

with Negroes he is "trying to expel . . . white blood and
the white thinking and being" (p. 197)-

But he cannot

escape his puritan hatred of nature and even as he tries to
make the "dark odor" of Negroes his own, he writhes and
strains "with physical outrage and spiritual denial" (p.
197)-

10

The world is savage and uncontrollable when he is

oppressed by life's fecundity; it appears peaceful and
harmless when his abstract designs have prevailed.

11

Joe's alienation from external nature is only one
manifestation of his fallen nature.

His extreme alienation

from humanity distorts him into a Satanic figure.

Swiggart

writes that "Faulkner attempts the difficult talk of
establishing the violent death of Joe Christmas as a
10Peter Swiggart, The Art of Faulkner's Novels (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 196277" P« 139.
11p .

k2.
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Christ-like sacrificial act, while treating Joe’s racial
1?

obsession as essentially demonic.”

His Christ-like

nature has been over-emphasized by critics who insist upon
altering facts (his age, for example), but parallels do
exist, of course.

Faulkner explains this fact by saying

that ’’there are so few plots to use that sooner or later
any writer

is going to use something that has been

used. . . . And that Christ story is the best story that
man has invented . . . and it will recur."

Not being asked

about the Satan story, he did not have the opportunity to
repudiate conscious use of it (not that his repudiation in
either case would mean much to the critic).
The change in Joe’s nature occurs when he is in the
forest; up to that point he carries about him an aura of
evil, the presence of which Faulkner takes pains to make
his readers feel.

It must be emphasized that Faulkner does

not portray Joe as a personification of evil in the sense
of Popeye in Sanctuary or even in the sense of his grand
father Hines.

He is not objective evil, but because in his

own perception of himself he is evil, he appears evil to
others, even on first glance.

This idea is so dominant in

Faulkner's initial introduction of him that the reader can
almost smell the brimstone.

As he appears to the workers

at the planing mill, he is an incarnation of Satan himself.
12p.

Faulkner explains that they could not have put these ideas
into words; it is just a feeling they have.

Thus we have

the omniscient narrator putting their feelings into words—
words such as "arrogant” and "baleful" both of which suggest
to the reader Milton’s description of Satan in Paradise
Lost.

He appears at the mill almost as if he materializes

on the spot.

He has an alien quality about him, a root-

lessness that suggests no earthly home:

"no town nor city

was his, no streets, no walls, no square of earth" (p.

27

).

That he acknowledges this estrangement from mankind is
immediately apparent in his aloofness:
him like a banner of which he is proud.

he carries it with
The look of "cold

and quiet contempt" on his "dark insufferable face"
instinctively arouses a sort of enmity between him and the
men; so unlike is it from anything they have ever known
that the foreman comments "We ought to run him through the
planer [to] take that look off his face" (p.

28

).

The apparent contradiction between his looks and the
sound of his name "Christmas" alerts the men "that he
carried with him his own inescapable warning, like a flower
its scent or a rattlesnake its rattle" (p. 29).

As he

stands "indolent, contemptuous, baleful," "expelling smoke"
from his cigarette, he suggests both Satan and Hell.

Byron,

noting that his flesh is the color of parchment, thinks it
is as though "the flesh itself . . . the skull had been
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molded in a still and deadly regularity and then baked in
a fierce oven" (p.

30

).

Later he is depicted in Freedman Town, the Negro
section of Jefferson, in a like manner.

"Still and baleful"

he looks "more lonely than a telephone pole in the middle
of a desert . . . like a phantom, a spirit, strayed out of
its own world and lost" (p. 99).

Faulkner piles detail on

detail, image on image, allusion on allusion to suggest
Satanic qualities of alienation and pride in this mysterious
stranger and the instinctive antipathy that men feel toward
him.
Alfred Kazin sees Joe as an "abstraction created by
the racist mania of his grandfather who insisted that
Negroes are guilty in the eyes of God and must serve white
man."^3

This interpretation seems valid but does not go

quite far enough; for although Joe is tormented by his
grandfather and made to feel guilty in his formative years,
his final view of himself takes into consideration several
perceptions other than the one which made him feel that his
Negro blood (if indeed he has any) was a mark of sin in him.
Simon McEachern must take his share of the blame.

His role

in Joe's life is that of a moral judge; he considers him
self "a representative of the wrathful and retributive
"13"The Stillness of Light in August,» in William
Faulkner: Three Decades of Criticism, ed. Frederick J,
Hoffman and Olga Vickery TNew York: Harcourt Brace and
World, 1960), pp. 251-52.
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throne” (p. 178)*

Although McEachern does not put into

words his fears regarding Joe, it is evident in their
several confrontations that the older man takes Joe's
rebelliousness to be a mark of Satan.

When he punishes

Joe, there is nothing personal; his hatred is for the
principle of evil he feels is embodied in the boy.

In the

final scene at the dance, he is the instrument of God facing
his adversary:
Perhaps they were not even his hands which struck
at the face of the youth whom he had nurtured and
sheltered and clothed from a child, and perhaps
when the face ducked the blow and came up again it
was not the face of that child. But he could not
have been surprised at that, since it was not the
child's face which he was concerned with: it was
the face of Satan, which he knew as well.
(p. 17$)
When Joe brings a chair crashing down on the old man's head,
he has taken on the fiendish qualities attributed to him;
for he makes his escape on McEachern's horse, "exulting
perhaps at that moment as Paustus had, of having put behind
now at once and for all the Shalt Not, of being free at
last of honor and law” (p. 180).

Melvin Backman comments

on this passage: "The victim had turned rebel and now like
Satan the rebel had turned aggressor.

That scene marks

Christmas's coming of age."1^*
Whether Joe kills McEachern is not relevant since the
intent is to kill.

His cry "I have done it . . .

I have

^^Faulkner: The Ma.jor Years: A Critical Study
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1966), p. 7 3 .

11ktold them I would" is his recognition that he has fulfilled

both McEachern's and Hines's expectation of him.

He

murders Joanna Burden, not wholly in self-defense, having
felt for several hours before the act, "I had to do it"
(p. 2l|-5).

In his effort to escape, he stumbles into a

Negro church where the sign seems to be upon him and where
he is clearly recognized "a walking pollution in God's own
face":
And he begun to curse, hollering it out, at the
folks and he cursed God louder than the women
screeching, and some of the men trying to hold
Roz Thompson, Pappy Thompson's daughter's boy,
that was six foot tall and had a razor nekkid in
his hand, hollering, "I'll kill him. Lemme go
folks. He hit my grandpappy.
I'll kill him.
Lemme go. Please lemme go."
(p. 2 8 3 )
The psychology of the earlier conditioning is at work; he
goes about the business of Satan.

He knocks down old

people, struggles with others, and finally makes his way
to the pulpit where he curses God. ^
It is worth noting at this point that circumstances do
not force Joe to go into the church.

A revival meeting is

in progress and a hymn is being sung when he bursts through
the door which "had not been locked or even shut" and hurls
it back against the wall "so that the sound crashed into
blended voices like a pistol shot" (p. 281).

He has no hope

19
-'C. Hugh Holman, in pointing out Christ parallels,
interprets this scene as the equivalent of Christ's cleansing
of the temple in "Unity of Light in August," PMLA, 73
(1958), 157.
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of either food or sanctuary; his sole purpose is blasphemy.
Carlos Baker comments on this scene:

". . . as the dark

and savage almost Byronic figure, he seems satanic— cast
out as it were, by the logic of his own contempt."

1A

At

this point his corruption reaches its zenith.

1A

"William Faulkner: The Doomed and the Damned," in
The Young Rebel in American Literature, ed. Carl Bode (New
York: Frederick A. Praeger, 19&0), p. 159.
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I I

Running concurrently with the idea of original sin is
its coroilary, predestination, varying in interpretation as
it is translated by different characters.

The idea of a

fixed fate--of election and reprobation--permeates the
novel; all major characters, even Lena Grove, exhibit in
varying degrees, not only a belief in the inexorability of
events but also in the infallibility of their own fore
knowledge.

As in The Sound and the Fury and Sanctuary,

these characters may be classified conveniently according
to their attitudes:

the "elect'1 justify their actions on

the premise that God is working His will through them; the
"reprobates" justify theirs by viewing themselves as pawns
being manipulated by some force beyond their control and
finally being catapulted into the black abyss of destruction.
The doctrine of election manifests itself much more
obviously in Light in August than in the earlier novels
because the former deals overtly with religious fanaticism.
In both The Sound and the Fury and Sanctuary belief, no
longer connected with theological dogma, has weakened into
mere attitudes, but in Light in August, belief is not so
much detached from dogma as it is dogma perverted or, at
best, carried to extreme.

Whereas the Compsons1 and the

Sartorises' relationship to Calvinism is tenuous— they
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associate both moral and racial superiority with class--the
"elect" in Light in August descend directly from Calvinism.
All are in o:Ae way or another associated with a Protestant
church17 and consider themselves instruments of God.

The

idea of being elected finds secular expression, however,
through the same attitudes as in the earlier novels.
There are several "instruments of God" running around
the countryside, and their righteousness is reinforced by
the attitudes of the community which is almost entirely
Calvinistic in background.

Rod W. Horton writes that the

soul-searching, which even the regenerate man felt was his
1 fi

duty, often led to an "overweaning self-righteousness . " 10
It is this kind of self-righteousness that enables the
ladies of the church to know the truth about their
minister’s wife:
Because the town believed that the ladies knew the
truth, since it believed that bad women can be
fooled by badness, since they have to spend some
of their time not being suspicious. But that no
good woman can be fooled by it because, by being
good herself, she does not need to worry any more
about hers or anybody else's goodness; hence she
has plenty of time to smell out sin.
(p. £ 7 )
It is this kind of righteousness that leads the church
members to demand that their disgraced minister leave town,
and, when he does not, to intimidate his servants and finally
17
'Percy Grimm is a possible exception. However, his
propensity for belonging to organizations makes it likely
that he would be attracted to organized religion.
1^Backgrounds of American Literary Thought (Hew York:
Appleton-Century-Croft, 195>2), p . 2 4 .5 .
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beat him into a state of unconsciousness.

It is this kind

of righteousness that teaches racial hatred and that is so
morally outraged when a white woman is killed by a black
that it cannot wait for, does not want, facts:
Is that him? Is that the one that did it? By
God, if that's him, what are we doing, standing
around here? Murdering a white woman the black
son of a . . . (p. 2 5 5 )
Finally, it is knowledge of this kind of righteousness that
causes the outcast minister to fear for Joe's life:
And so why should not their religion drive them to
crucifixion of themselves and one another? . . .
Since to pity [joe] would be to admit self-doubt
and to hope for and need pity themselves. They will
[crucify] him gladly. That's why it is so terrible
...
(p. 322)
O'Connor, in discussing the irony in Joe Christmas's
name, points out that the major significance is the irony
of Christmas's being pursued and harassed throughout his
entire life by the voices of Christian righteousness.^
Doc Hines is the first of these righteous pursuers.

He

is so obsessed with superiority of the white race and the
sinfulness of sex that the two merge in his mind.

His

Calvinistic leanings are clearly shown in his repeated
allusions to God's ''foreordained will," to "His purpose and
vengeance," and to the inferiority of the Negro in the eyes
of God.

U s e Dusoir Lind writes that historically these

beliefs fit "one branch of Presbyterianism" which, during
19P. 73.

179
the slave controversy preceding the Civil War, justified
its position by the theory of Divine sanction.

Although

this "branch11 was no longer recognized in Hines’s time, he
was probably caught in a "cultural ’slack backwater.” ’ The
theological reasoning by which he exhorts Negroes to be
humble before their white superiors had been fabricated by
Southern churchmen fifty years earlier.^®

Thus Hines, a

"cultural anachronism," openly espouses attitudes that are
latent in many areas of Southern society— the white race,
the chosen race, is morally superior; blackness of skin
signifies original curse.
Perhaps original curse becomes confused in Hines’s
mind with the personal curse that he feels is on him.

He

comes to believe, with the aid of his wife’s conjecturings,
that he is somehow associated with the devil--that the
devil is in him or that he is an agent of the devil or that
the devil will come to collect his toll in punishment for
the old man’s wicked ways.

He accepts his being locked up

in jail at the very moment of his daughter’s birth as "the
Lord’s own token that heaven never thought him fitten to
raise a daughter" (p. 326).

When the daughter, having

reached the age of eighteen, slips out in the night and
becomes pregnant by a Mexican circus worker, Hines believes
that the devil has come to collect his toll.

The dark skin

20,'The Calvinistic Burden of Light in August, ’’ New
England Quarterly, 30 (1957)> 312.
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of the Mexican suggests evil; Hines sees "in his face the
black curse of God Almighty" (p. 327) and, therefore,
insists that he is a Negro.

In his frenzy for revenge he

displays a quality of prescience which his wife explains as
Satanic and which he later confirms by saying that the devil
not only served as bis guide but also held the pistol
steady for him.

His wife relates how he pursued the couple

without hesitation concerning direction:
She says he could not have known any more than she
did, where the gal was then, and yet he come into
the house and got his pistol and knocked her down
across the bed . . . and saddled his horse and rode
off. And she said he took the only short cut he
could possibly have taken, choosing in the dark, out
of a dozen of them, that would ever have caught up
with them. . . .
He found them like he had known
all the time just where they would be, like him and
the man his gal told him was a Mexican had a date
to meet there. . . . [He] grabbed him by one hand
and held the pistol against him with the other and
shot him dead and brought the gal back home. . . .
(P. 329)
At this point sinfulness of sexuality has become so
identified with black skin that the two are synonymous in
Hines's mind.

And that his character is simply a heightening

rather than a perversion of the character of the community
is revealed in the outcome of the trial.

The circus owner

testifies that the Mexican is, after all, part Negro, and
Hines goes free.
During the girl's pregnancy his fanaticism increases
and by some miraculous transposition, the devil becomes the
wrathful Jehovah of the Old Testament whose vengeance is to
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be executed through Hines (perhaps he exorcised the devil
when he killed the Mexican, the devil's agent).

Hines is

called to preach, and his message, preached in various
churches over the countryside, is simple— for "white folks
to turn out and kill them all [ Negroes]" (p. 300)— but so
violently delivered that he has to be forcibly removed from
many pulpits.
Having failed in his efforts to procure an abortionist,
he refuses to allow medical aid for his daughter's tra
vail— "let the devil gather his own crop."
he kills her.

Thus, in effect,

In writing of this incident, Lind conjectures

that rigid adherence to a doctrine of white supremacy based
on religious grounds prevents him from accepting the
inevitability of his white blood being mixed with Negro
blood; he therefore tries to thwart the will of God.

"Such

an event, impossible in his eyes as a true expression of
God's will as set forth in the Bible, he can only construe
as an extraordinary providence, representing God's will in
reverse, divine vengeance."

P1

Labeling the child "the

Lord's abomination" and himself "the instrument of His
will," he signifies his relation to it.

Since the

"abomination" has no soul--is nothing but evil in the
sight of God--he casts it out by placing it on the doorsteps of a Memphis orphanage and simply waits for evil to
21P. 313.
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come from evil.

By this time he has a straight line to God;

in fact, they have become rather chummy, according to the
account given by Hines himself.

The conversation occurs

after Hines has executed the will of God by teaching the
children at the orphanage to call the boy "Nigger!11
’What did I tell you?1 God said to old Doc Hines.
’And now I ’ve set ray will to working and now I'm
gone* There ain’t enough sin here to keep Me busy
because what do I care for the fornication of a
slut, since that is a part of My purpose, too’
• . • (P. 335)
Although Hines is "privy to God’s plans and purposes," to
PP

use Brooks’s phraseology, ^ he is not, by his own admission,
the only one He is using at the orphanage; he tells the
dietitian that "you are a instrument of God’s wrathful
purpose . . . the same as Joe Christmas and Doc Hines"
(p* 337) •

She is under the impression that she has

cleverly devised a plot whereby the child, witness to her
fornication, will be removed from the orphanage.

According

to Hines, however, she was merely an insignificant detail
in a master plan, the particulars of which God revealed to
him "because it was not anything that Old Doc Hines didn’t
know because the Lord did not keep His purpose hid from His
chosen instrument" (p. 337)•

The plan included not only

her opportunity to fornicate and her fornication but also
the child’s involvement and his consequent removal.

After

this coup de mai*tre "He said ’You can go too now; you have
PP

William Faulkner, p.

63

.

done my work.

There is no more evil here now but woman-

evil, not worthy for My chosen instrument to watch’”
(p. 338)*

Hines goes away, but the direct line to God

remains open, and as the years pass, he settles in Mottstown and goes about the work of the Lord preaching in
Negro churches ”interrupting the services to enter the
pulpit and in his harsh, dead voice and at times with
violent obscenity, preach to them humility before all skins
lighter than theirs” (p. 301).

His quality of violence

outworn now, his ’’fanaticism like a fading and almost
extinct ember” (p.

3 0 1 ),

he sustains himself with the

knowledge that God’s work is not yet finished— that Joe
Christmas, ’’the spawn of the devil” is still alive.

One

night he protests vigorously that he felt the ’’teeth and
fangs of evil" and God reveals that he still has work to
do:
It’s that bastard. Your work is not done yet.
H e ’s a pollution and a abomination on My earth.
(p. 338)
When Joe’s circuitous path leads him to Mottstown,
Hines believes that God’s promise is being fulfilled.

The

reward of stamping out evil has been promised him and he
insists that he has a "right to kill the nigger” (p.

3 0 7 )•

His unfaltering belief in his own conception of God's
purpose makes him a frightening figure.

Brooks comments

that his attribution of his furies to God is quite
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literally a taking of God's name in vain, blasphemy.
Simon McEachern, another of the "elect,” becomes Joe's
watchful protector after his guardian angel Hines sees that
he is cast out of the orphanage.

Unlike the frenzied and

sadistic Hines, McEachern is stable and not deliberately
perverse.

Brooks points up the basic difference when he

writes that although they are both Calvinists, McEachern’s
doctrines are literally those of the Westminster Confession
while Hines’s are those of a crazed man.2^As McEachern takes Joe home from the orphanage, he
maps out the austerity of the household when he tells the
boy that he "will find food and shelter and care of
Christian people" and that he will "have to learn that the
two abominations sire sloth and idle thinking, the two
virtues work and the fear of God"

(p. 125).

He is Scotch

and his sect is Presbyterianism, and according to Lind,
"Scotch Presbyterianism in the South was known for its
extreme literalism of Calvinistic doctrine."2^

He is a

faithful church member, driving five miles to attend a
Presbyterian church when he might have attended another
nearby Protestant church.
2^William Faulkner, p.

63

.

^ W i l l i a m Faulkner, p. 62.

2^P. 315.
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Although he is not perversely cruel, in application of
certain principles as he understands them, Lind points out,
pZL
he is merciless, outlawing human affections.
It is thus
that we see him attempting to force the boy to learn his
catechism; and that he sees himself as the instrument of
God (or acting out the role of God) is evident in his
demeanor as well as in his words and actions.

His voice is

not "unkind; it is simply impersonal, inhuman.

It is "cold,

implacable, like written or printed words"

(p. 130).

His

words to Joe as the boy tosses the catechism to the floor
are ironic; they are in effect a denial of the New Testa
ment Dispensation:
"Not there. . . . You would believe that a stable
floor, the stamping place of beasts, is the proper
place for the word of God."
(p. 331)
As McEachern begins the beating— the punishment that he as
the instrument of a wrathful God is bound to administer—
he strikes methodically, with slow and deliberate force,
without heat or singer, his face "rapt, calm, convinced."
As he continues to administer justice his face, "clean,
bearded . . .

as firm as carved stone, his eyes ruthless,

cold, but not unkind" call to mind the stereotype artist’s
conception of the Old Testament prophet.

As the stubborn

boy resists, the dedicated servant continues to use the
strap in the name of the Lord.
26p. 315.

Finally "the ruthless man
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who had known neither pity nor doubt" begins to pray:
He prayed a long time, his voice droning, soporific,
monotonous. He asked that he be forgiven for
trespasses against the Sabbath and for lifting his
hand against a child, an orphan, who was dear to
God. He asked that the child’s stubborn heart be
softened and that the sin of disobedience be for
given him also, through the advocacy of the man
whom he had flouted and disobeyed, requesting that
Almighty be as magnanimous as himself, by and
through and because of conscious grace.
(p. 1 3 3 )
As a member of the community of the elect he is conscious
of the operation of grace.

No doubt at this moment, as he

stands as the child's advocate, Calvin's words on divine
election, perhaps paraphrased, perhaps somewhat distorted,
are in his mind:
It [divine election] becomes gradually under
standable because it illustrates for us by contrast
the grace of God, in that he does not adopt every
one indifferently in the hope of salvation, but
gives to some what he denies to others.2?
Malin describes McEachern’s prayer as "not one of spirit,
dedication, or promise, but a business arrangement which
emphasizes the need for submission to absolutism— a curious
pO

externalization of his own weakness and self-righteousness.
Members of "communities of the elect" are warned in
Calvin's Institutes to "repudiate and fear social pleasure"
and "to avoid entering into too close a relationship [with
2?C0 1|.7:1lp7 (Comm, on John 6:ij.O), cited in Albert-Marie
Schmidt, John Calvin and the Calvinistic Tradition, trans.
Ronald Wallace (New York; Harper Brother’s^ T^SoyjT p. 89.
28„The Theme of Rigidity," in William Faulkner: An
Interpretation (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1957)*
p. 9.
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impure people] in case it should hinder the progress of
their

s a n c t i f i c a t i o n .

"29

McEachern illustrates his belief

in this teaching when, detained in town beyond the lunch
hour, he inadvertently takes Joe to a restaurant of
questionable reputation.

He sits in "stiffbacked outrage"

and orders food "quickly prepared" and "quickly eaten" so
that he may "depart quickly."

Once outside McEachern uses

this episode as a moral lesson for Joe:
I ’ll have you remember that place.
There are
places in this world where a man may go but a boy,
a youth of your age, may not. This is one of them.
Maybe you should never have gone there. But you
must see such so that you will know what to avoid
and to shun.
(p. 15>2 )
Closely related to the idea of asceticism as exemplified
above is the old man1s statement regarding lechery.

The

fact that "he never committed lechery" is no more important
than his failure "to listen to anyone who talked of it"
(p.

1 7 ^)»

Hot only must he keep himself chaste, he must

avoid unregenerate people.

Irving Malin, who treats

McEachern, along with other Faulknerian characters obsessed
with a "design," says that harshness of spirit and selfrighteousness enable him to look on higher things than
lechery.

His "design" is the need to teach others the

"glory of work" and "love of the Lord."

But since he does

not believe in man’s goodness, his faith is merely "rigid
2^Cited in John Calvin and the Calvinist Tradition,
p. 166.
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abnegation of all compromise."^
A final incident in which McEachern sees himself as
the instrument of God occurs on the night he discovers Joe
in the act

of slipping away from the farmhouse.

Watching

him, he feels "pure and impersonal outrage" and in pursuing
him feels that he will be "guided by some greater and purer
outrage that he would not even need to doubt personal
faculties" (p. 176).

Endowed with the same kind of

intuition that Doc Hines possesses when he rides into the
night after his daughter and her lover, McEachern rides
straight to "the place which he sought and which he had
found out of a whole night and almost a whole half a
county . . . .

He had known where the building was but he

had neither reason nor manner of knowing.

...

But he rode

straight to it . . . [believing]that he had been guided and
were now being propelled by some militant Michael himself
. . ." (p. 177)-

He feels himself standing "just and rock

like" while the sinful dancers all around him "seethed in a
long sigh of terror about the actual representative of the
wrathful and retributive throne" (p.

1 7 8 )*

In McEachern’s prescience is seen an analogy between
Calvinistic predestination and the workings of the sub
conscious mind in psychology.

The events which point up

McEachern's prescience originate outside his conscious self,
3°p. 9.
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and without this abnormal source of awareness given him as
a chosen individual, he could have no knowledge of them.
At the same time, it is possible to construe his "intuitiveness" as the result of stored data in the unconscious mind.
It is conceivable that he was aware that dances were held
regularly at the school house, but had suppressed this
knowledge in the same sense that he suppressed knowledge of
lechery.

In such a case, his seeing Joe slip out immediately

suggests lechery, which in turn suggests a place of enjoy
ment or amusement, which in turn suggests the schoolhouse
dance.

The process of reasoning often occurs so fast that

it is mistaken for intuition.

The point here is that

Faulkner seems to endow him with clairvoyance which suggests
Calvinism but which could also be interpreted psychologically.
The same is true, of course, in the case of Doc Hines.

It

is not inconceivable that he could, through familiarity with
roads leading in and out of the small village, choose the
one that two eloping lovers might take.

However, as

William R. Brown suggests, it does push credibility a bit
far:

"There is too much inimical and inevitable power, too

much supernatural purpose operative in the novel.
Faulkner is not necessarily concerned with plausibility,
however.

His purpose is to depict the Calvinistic concept

of self— the paradoxical belief in the utter depravity of
man subsumed in a belief in self-election, which carries

31p. Ij-39.
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not only obligations but also prerogatives— such as pre
science.
Another of "the elect" is Joanna Burden--a curious
anachronism, a relic of the New England past.
bears, the Burringtons,

32

Her fore-

had been Unitarians in New

Hampshire, her great-grandfather Nathaniel a minister.
Although Unitarianism was substantially different from
Calvinism theologically, the secular attitudes that go along
with Calvinism still persisted, especially in such remote
areas as New Hampshire.

Calvin Burden, Joanna's grand

father, rebelling in his youth against the harshness of the
family religion, temporarily accepted Catholicism but later
repudiated it in favor of the

religion of his ancestors.

With his marriage to a French Huguenot, a new strain of
Calvinism was introduced; thus the religious attitudes of
the Burdens can best be described as Calvinistic except for
their distinctly Unitarian belief in social reform, a belief
which motivated their removal to the South.

The Burden

attitude toward their less fortunate brothers;

the Negroes,

is somewhat ambivalent, being born not of benevolence but
of an abstract sense of duty generated by guilt— a sort of
religeuse oblige.

An amalgamation of Unitarianism and

Calvinism, their attitudes indicate their feeling that the
"elect" have a definite obligation, if not to save the souls
^Burrington was changed to Burden by the semi
literate Calvin, who could not spell the former.
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of Negroes, to bring them out of darkness through education
and enfranchisement.
Joanna’s sense of predestination--of being elected—
manifests itself in both racial and moral superiority.
Although she devotes her life to charitable acts toward
Negroes, her goodness is long-distance, never extending to
social intercourse on the local level.

Her "goodness” is

a business conducted largely by mail; it is utterly lacking
in personality or any feeling of racial equality.

She is

an enigma to the Negroes of the community as well as to the
whites, for she never ventures beyond the Burden mansion
except on business trips, and no one enters her house
except a cleaning woman.

So remote, so isolated from all

humanity has she kept herself that "New England talked as
plainly as it did in the speech of her kin who had never
left New Hampshire"

(p. 210).

.

Although she takes Joe as her lover believing him to
be a Negro, her feeling of racial superiority persists.
She prepares food for him and leaves it in the kitchen; she
never stays while he eats.

He is aware that as a person

she does not accept him on equal terms:

"he realized that

she had never invited him inside the house proper . . .
had never been further than the kitchen" (p.
thinks as he eats the food:
the nigger" (p. 208).

2 0 f?),

he

and he

"set out for the nigger.

For

Joe also realizes that once her

sexual inhibitions are temporarily removed, she wishes her

^
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sin to be as black as possible, and only with a Negro (or
someone whom she believes is black) can she damn herself
completely.

In her wildest throes of nymphomania, she

whispers passionately "Negro! Negro! Negro!" (p. 227).
In her effort to go beyond
fornication--"Even toa bastard

the confines of ordinary
Negro child . . .

I would

like to see Father's and Calvin's faces" (p. 323)--she
resembles Quentin Compson, who tells his father he has
committed incest in order to give meaning to Caddy's
promiscuity.

A love affair with a white man could not

have provided the same kind of satisfaction.

As a

Calvinist her thinking tends to polarize into the
extremes— salvation and damnation.
ground.

There is no middle

Believing, like her ancestors, that the Negro is

God's curse— the manifestation of evil, she doubly damns her
self and in that way gives the experience more meaning.
She

is evidently able to convince herself intellectually

for

a period of time, at least,

that heaven is well lost.

However, like her grandfather who had damned himself
temporarily in the "heathenish" religion of Catholicism,
she is emotionally committed to the faith of her fathers.
When a terrible sense of guilt--"something out of the
darkness"— begins to come over her, "her instinct assured
her that it would not harm her, that it would overtake and
betray her completely, but she would not be harmed:
on the contrary she would be saved" (p. 231).

that

Guilt-ridden
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but not yet ready to abnegate the flesh, she speaks to God
like a true Calvinist, neither denying the evil inherent
in her nor fearing that her depraved conduct will affect
her ultimate salvation:
•’Don't make me have to pray yet, Dear God, let
me be damned a little longer, a little while,"
(P. 321)
With the onset of menopause and her sexual desires
abated, she can turn once more to being, like Doc Hines and
Simon McEachern, an instrument of God,

Her service to the

Lord includes educating Joe and converting him to her
religion.

Her pleas to him to pray indicate clearly that

she believes God is using her as a medium through which to
speak to Joe:
"Will you kneel with me?" she said,
"JE don't
ask it."
"No," he said.
"1^ don't ask it. It's not 1^ who ask it. Kneel
with me."
"No."
They looked at one another.
"Joe," she said,
"for the last time. I don't ask it. Remember that.
Kneel with me."
(p. ^lj-7)
Filled with righteous conviction that is possible only in
one who believes himself to be the instrument of Divine
Judgment, she unfolds her arms and brings forth a pistol.
With steady hands and steady eyes, eyes that had in them
"no heat" and "no fury," that had only calmness and
conviction, she pulls the trigger of the ancient revolver,
Although the gun misfires and she becomes the victim rather
than the executioner, she has played with confidence the
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role she believed destined for her from the beginning of
time.
Finally there is Percy Grimm who differs from the
other "elect" in that he is chosen not by a Calvinistic
Jehovah but rather by a kind of deterministic force.

The

"Player," as he chooses to think of this force, has brought
about in white America the culmination of both race and
nationality, and he is a kind of secular priest presiding
over it.

He is dedicated to preserving order and allowing

the law to take its course, even through violence.

His

call is very clear, "his burden . . . carried as bright and
weightless and martial as his insignatory brass" (p.

395

)*

His faith in physical courage and blind obedience complete,
he would gladly give his life to prove "that the white race
is superior to any and all other races and that the
American is superior to all other white races and that the
American uniform is superior to all men" (p. 395)*
The arrival at the Jefferson jail of the part-Negro
prisoner Joe Christmas, murderer of a white woman, provides
for Grimm the opportunity to prove that he is the messiah
of white America.

When the prisoner attempts an escape

(and in the clairvoyance given "a prophet," he had known
he would), his "reaction is definite and immediate"
(p. I4.OI ) •

Knowing that order must be maintained, he runs

swiftly, overtaking and passing other people "since he had
an objective and they did not."

He runs with a "kind of
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fierce and constrained joy" since his entire life has been
spent with the knowledge of and preparation for just such
an occasion, one in which he can glorify both his race and
his country.

(Just how he is serving his country seems a

bit nebulous to everyone except him.)

In his "rocklike"

calmness, his total lack of personal emotion, he resembles
both McEachern and Joanna Burden at critical moments:
"There was nothing vengeful about him either, no fury, no
outrage" (p. 10 I4.).

As his pursuit of the prisoner con

tinues, he maintains his serenity; his face takes on "that
serene unearthly luminousness of angels in church windows"
as he moves in "blind obedience to whatever Player moved
him on the board" (p. i|-05>).

Giving himself over completely

to the movements of the Player, he is indefatigable, "not
flesh and blood."

When he falls, the Player gives him

breath; when he loses sight of the prisoner, the player
guides him so that he can empty his automatic into the
trapped man.

And finally the Player, not quite done, holds

his hand as he castrates the dying man--in the name of white
womanhood in America.
Borland sees in Grimm's behavior an "Old Testament
note of righteousness, of violence, judgment, and doom.
The seed of Calvinism has flowered into the public life.

He

is not a departure from, but an extension of, Calvinism in
Light in August."33
33p.

166.

Diametrical to the "elect" in Calvinistic theology is
the "reprobate," who because he was not chosen by God to
receive grace, stands outside the pale of salvation,
damned to an eternal hell.

Both Joe Christmas and the

Reverend Gail Hightower suggest a connection with this
belief--perhaps an unconscious attachment to the Calvinistic
tradition which played a prominent part in both of their
early lives.

Neither of them, of course, exemplifies a

doctrinal belief in reprobation, but they are both committed
very strongly to a fatalistic philosophy and feel a cloud
of doom hanging heavily over them.

The curse for Joe is

the Negro blood which he feels coursing through his veins
and catapulting him onward toward a "bottomless pit," a
"black abyss."

The curse for Hightower is the sense of the

past that entangles him so inextricably that he is neither
willing nor able to face reality.

Hell for both Joe and

Hightower is alienation from their fellowman and from God.
Although each at times asserts a belief in free will, his
common stance is that he is shaped by forces beyond his
control.
If one accepts the premise that every detail of his life
is prearranged, then it naturally follows that he will con
stantly speculate and conjecture on the course of his
future and ultimately arrive at what he feels is his fixed
destination.

At this point begins the compulsive pattern

ing, obsessive preoccupation with design, that is so
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prominent in many Faulkner characters, including Joe and
Hightower.

Such an attitude does not preclude a belief

at times in free choice.

Within the framework of the

predestinarian's cast of mind is a strain of rebellious
ness that insists upon making decisions.

It is in this

ambiguous, paradoxical manner that Faulkner presents these
’‘doomed" characters--dooraed first in their own minds and
then compelled to act out their doom.

If Faulkner were not

so careful to detail their formative years, we might pass
his attitude toward both Joe and Hightower off as ironic
(as it surely is toward the "elect").

The fact is,

however, that we see the environmental forces at work
conditioning them to compulsive behavior and therefore
shaping their lives.
There is still, however, an ambivalence--a built-in
paradox, felt not only by these characters who believe
themselves buffeted around by fate but also by such a
dispassionate commentator as Gavin Stevens, the Phi Beta
Kappa lawyer, whose remarks are thrown in presumably to
represent an outside point of view.

In speaking to his

professor friend about the case, he says he does not know
what Joe*s grandmother told him that day in the cell;
moreover he does not believe she had to worry about what
to say or how to make Joe believe her because the whole
affair "had already been written and worded for her" before
Joefs mother was born— presumably then from the beginning of
time:
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That somewhere, somehow, in the shape or presence
or whatever of that old outcast minister was a
sanctuary which would be inviolable not only to
officers and mobs, but to the very irrevocable
past: to whatever crimes had molded him and left
him at last high and dry in a barred cell with
the shape of an incipient executioner everywhere.
(P. 392)
It is important to note that Stevens does not say that the
old woman believed that it "had already been written"; he
reconstructs the jail scene on the basis of what he thinks
she believes.

Not only had Joe's fate been decided--his

life of crime and the specific crime that would lead him to
this point--Hightower's disgrace and his involvement with
Joe were also foreordained before he was born.

When we

unscramble the typical Faulknerian rhetoric of Stevens, we
have something like this:

destiny had decreed that there

would be provided a sanctuary for Joe where destiny
(irrevocable past) could not get at him.

Stevens almost

implies a belief in naturalistic determinism when he speaks
of Joe's being shaped by forces of the past, but when he
speaks of the "stain" of mixed blood, we are prepared for
the idea of the curse of black blood which comes next:
Because the black blood drove him first to the
Negro cabin. And then the white blood drove him
out of there, as it was the black blood which
snatched up the pistol and the white blood which
would not let him fire it. And it was the white
blood which sent him to the minister, which rising
in him for the last and final time, sent him against
all reason and all reality, into the embrace of a
chimera, a blind faith in something read in a printed
Book. Then I believe the white blood deserted him
for the moment . . • allowing the black blood to
rise. . . . It was the black blood which swept him
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by his own desire beyond the aid of any man. He
did not kill the minister. He merely struck him
with a pistol and ran on . . . (p. 3 9 3
Gavin Stevens's interpretation of the events of that
day is important here only in that it illustrates succinctly
the kind of "double-think” prevalent throughout the novel,
the same kind of ambivalence that Faulkner reveals in Joe:
"he believed with calm paradox that he was the volitionless
servant of the fatality in which he believed that he did
not believe" (p. 2l\$).
Joe's ideas on fixed fate are simply modifications of
his foster father's Calvinistic ideas.
believes he has a quality of prescience.

Like McEachern he
After hitting the

old man at the school dance, Joe, without knowing for
certain where the horse was "ran straight to it with some
thing of his adopted father's complete faith in an
infallibility in events" (p. 180).

At a country schoolhouse

there were not so many places to hitch a horse that Joe
could not have known reasonably, rather than intuitively,
where to look.

This passage makes clear that Joe, like

McEachern, mistakes reason for clairvoyance, a natural mis
take for one given to excessive speculation on his personal
fate.
^Lawrance Thompson in treating Stevens's interpretation
carries it to its logical conclusion and shows that if blood
had dictated, then Percy Grimm's brutal slaying of Joe
indicates that he had more black blood than white. William
Faulkner: An Introduction and Interpretation (New York:
Barnes and Noble, 1963), P» 79.
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There are several scenes in which Joe feels himself
outside his body watching his own actions in an almost
detached way.

We remember Quentin Compson's remark "I

thought about how when you don't want to do a thing your
body will trick you into doing it, sort of unawares"
(p. 102).

Joe, like Quentin, regards his mind and body as

separate entities.
When McEachern, in confronting Joe with evidence that
Joe sold his heifer, attempts to trap the boy by asking if
he had given the money to his mother, Joe, yielding to the
power of suggestion, answers impulsively.

He immediately

feels a dislocation of mind and body and an entrapment by
flesh:
"Yes." . . . His mouth said it, told the lie.
He had not intended to answer at all. He heard
his mouth say the word with shocked astonishment.
(P. % 3 )
The incident of his going to the forbidden restaurant
depicts a similar sensation.

Having been given a dime by

McEachern, "he took the coin and went straight to the
restaurant . . . without plan or design, almost without
volition, as if his feet ordered his action and not his
head" (p. J\5k-) •

He has previously been told by McEachern

to remember that place--to remember never to go there.

His

foster father's reasons are vague and unsatisfactory-suggestive of the mysteries that a normal youth would feel
compelled to explore.

Under the watchful eye of the pious
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old man, the boy hides his curiousity— sublimates his
feelings by telling himself that the people in the
restaurant "are not my people."

But he knows that there

is "something about it besides food, eating," and his
unconscious mind, which he now equates with his body, leads
him there.
A comparable scene depicts Joe years later, his mind
being dominated by his feet.

After having possessed Joanna

Burden twice without any feeling of mutual success or
gratification, he plans all day to move on:
Yet when he moved he moved toward the house.
It
was as though as soon as he found that his feet
intended to go there, that he let go, seeming to
float, surrendered thinking All right All right.
(p. 207)
Buried in his mind, however, is the knowledge of a slight,
almost imperceptible, change in her on the second night,
almost as if she were trying to yield, a fact which accounts
for his feet's movements.
locked, he feels insulted.

When he finds the main door
But when he discovers the

kitchen door unlocked, the insult is greater, for he
realizes that she is patronizing him by setting food out
and that she intends to use him sexually:
He seemed to watch his hand as if from a distance.
He watched it pick up a dish and swing it back
and hold it there. . . .
He heard his voice say
aloud, as if he were playing a game: "Ham," and
watched his hand swing and hurl the dish. . . .
(p. 208)
Having been conditioned to maintain a surface calm, an

202
exterior equanimity, and having by necessity learned to
deny all emotions, Joe’s conscious self does not give way
to emotional outbursts.

The pent-up resentment he feels

toward all women is epitomized in his feeling for this
bigoted woman who takes him to her bed but denies him
entrance at the main door, but he does not understand his
own feelings.

His rationale of such conduct is that if an

ac- is not consciously and deliberately conceived, devoid
of all emotion, it is an act of the body, not of the mind.
In effect then the workings of his unconscious mind--what
he does not rationally know— constitutes what he regards as
’’being manipulated by an agent which [does] know" (p.
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).

William R. Brown relates the impression of Joe's being
outside himself to the hearing of voices, voices that
originate in the unconscious mind but that seem to the
hearer to be external.

It seems to Joe "that he was

hearing a myriad sounds of . . . voices, murmurs, whispers"
(p» 91) J he thinks of himself lying in darkness "the
intervals filled with the myriad voices . • . more than he
could bear" (p.

9 lj.)5

and finally, he feels "the dark was

filled with the voices, myriad, out of all time that he
had known, as though all the past was a flat pattern"
(p. 2ij.6).

Brown concludes that although the hearing of

voices is psychotic, a sign of schizophrenia, speculation
on which of his actions are dictated by his schizophrenic
state is pointless and subordinate to the real fact— that
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"all of these voices, like Joe's other thoughts and actions
in this incident" have their genesis in his unconscious
mind, which has been formed under the influence of Doc
Hines and Simon McEachern . ^
Brown goes on to say that the voices suggest that Joe
kill Joanna, that "the murder has no motive at all, not
even a psychological one, if we mean by motive, a conscious
purpose."3^

This seems to me a misreading.

Joe does have

a conscious purpose, even though his purpose as he sees it
is not necessarily the whole or only purpose.

His penulti

mate meeting with her is crucial in analyzing his motive:
She was sitting at a table, beneath the lamp. He
saw a figure that he knew, in a severe garment that
he knew— a garment that looked as if it had been
made for and worn by a careless man. Above it he
saw a head with hair just beginning to gray drawn
gauntly back to a knot as savage and ugly as a wart
on a diseased bough. Then she looked up at him and
he saw that she wore steelrimmed spectacles which
he had never seen before.
(p.
)
The generally negative features of his perception of her
appearance--"diseased wart" connotes female corruption and
the gray hair and steelrimmed spectacles suggest the
solicitous mother figure— explain his feeling that he is
about to commit some as yet undefined act.

After she

proposes that he go to a "nigger college" to become a
"nigger lawyer," they quarrel, and she suggests that they
3Sp. 1*^2.
36p. 4 4 3 .

20ij.
would both be better off dead.

This scene is the culmi

nation of a lifetime of hatred for Joe.

In Joanna Burden

are all the qualities he has learned to hate in women—
sexual lust, motherly instinct, and religiosity.

Her

praying over him seems to be the triggering act; yet if
she had not prayed he would have killed her anyway.

Once

she plants the idea of their double deaths in his mind, the
idea takes root and becomes part of his compulsive pattern
(as it probably does in her mind).

His decapitation of her

is not one of those acts that the mind watches the body
perform, although it is done compulsively.

The thought

enters his conscious mind and dwells there at least two
days.

He knows what he must do, and furthermore he believes

that he is making a moral choice; yet at the same time he
feels so destined to commit the murder that he keeps saying
"I had to do it already in the past tense" (p. 2l±$).
short, when he kills Joanna, he
figured prominently in his life.

In

kills all women who have
This act, of course, is

one of an emotionally disturbed man, and the purpose from
a moral point of view has no validity, but it is still a
conscious one.

Like Quentin Compson, he refuses to think

about it and pushes it out of his conscious mind with
perfunctory actions, but these actions are in preparation
for her death as well as for his own.
His own death is deferred, however, until he has come
to some sort of terms with life--until he stops running and

fighting and surrenders himself to the forces that he feels
are larger than he, that "had been waiting, trying for
thirty years to drown him" (p.

2 8 9 ).

He feels "light,

weightless" and finally "peaceful, cool quiet" (p. 292).
In the final phase of his acceptance of his destiny, he is
"like a man who knows where he is and where he wants to go
and how much time to the exact minute he has to get there
in. . . .

It is as though he desires to see his native

earth in all its phases for the first or last time" (p. 295)•
Since he spends seven days in the wilderness and voluntarily
yields himself up to the authorities on Friday, there is a
danger of letting the religious imagery lead us into
interpreting these passages in terms of some sort of
personal salvation.
reading.

Nothing in the text supports such a

Joe is physically and mentally tired; his thirty

years of running have "made a circle and he is still inside
of it" (p. 296).

Although he has "travelled farther than

in all the thirty years before," (that is, he has learned
acceptance), he is still inside the circle, trapped by his
own compulsive thinking and actions of the past.

For him

there is no escape, and recognition of this fact brings
full surrender:

he becomes "one with loneliness and quiet

that has never known fury or despair" (p.

2 8 9 ).

From here

to physical surrender is less than a step.
Thus far, by confining the discussion to Joe*s concept
of self, we have been able to account for the cloud of doom
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hanging over him— his sense of destiny.

Even the circular

pattern that he believes his life has followed is a part of
his perception and can be taken literally only in the sense
that it begins in the South and ends in the South.

When we

get outside of Joe’s consciousness and look at the pattern
of his life, we are forced to deal with the fact that
"something1’ leads him to Jefferson (of all places in the
South), which is so conveniently close to Mottstown that
he can finally surrender under the very eyes of the man who
has waited for a lifetime to exterminate him.

And it looks

for awhile as if that man will be successful in getting rid
of "God’s abomination" by inciting mob action.

Of course,

as it turns out, Percy Grimm, not Doc Hines, is the
exterminator, but Doc Hines’s acting upon his belief that
he is God's instrument sends his wife to the jail where she
is reunited with her grandson.

Are we to interpret Joe's

choice of Jefferson as a stopping place "on the long street
that ran thirty years" as pure chance?

All we can say with

any confidence is that Faulkner has formed the narrative
in such a way as to make chance an unlikely explanation,
and to tempt us to believe that there is a doom working in
the life of Joe Christmas more comprehensive than his own
rigidity of thought, a kind of secular predestination.
Whether Faulkner consciously thought of Joe Christmas in
these terms is a moot question; the structure of the
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narrative says that the concept of "doom" is at the heart
of his artistic vision.
Like Joe Christmas, the Reverend Gail Hightower is
basically a fatalist.
Joe's:

In many ways his life has been like

he is alienated from the community; his misfortunes

are associated with women; and he is the product of a
Calvinistic background.

Brooks notes that both Joe and

Hightower were reared under "doctrinaire" fathers--stern,
yet high-principled men--whom they considered not mere
strangers but enemies.

Early religious indoctrination

probably accounts for both their fatalistic ideas and their
conscious rejection of Calvinism.

•3 7

'

To speak of Hightower's conscious rejection seems
paradoxical since he is a seminary-trained Presbyterian
minister.

Brooks writes that the fact of his theological

training might lead one to expect doctrinaire attitudes,
but finding, instead, in him pity, tolerance, and horror
at man's inhumanity, to conclude that he has completely
rebelled against his Calvinist training— has repudiated its
jealous and repressive God.

But, Brooks continues, there

is a residue of Calvinism still apparent in Hightower's
thinking, even though he no longer accepts its dogma.

His

belief that he has somehow "bought immunity" suggests a God
of justice rather than one of mercy.
3^William Faulkner, p. 66.

It further suggests
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that he likens God to "an honorable merchant who has
receipted his bill and will honor his title to the precious
merchandise he has purchased at such

c o s t . "3®

Hightower was, like Joe Christmas and all the other
characters whose childhood we get a glimpse of, a lonely
child who received little attention from his rigid parents.
Prom his earliest years, he retreated into a dream world of
dashing Confederate soldiers and thundering horses's hooves,
identifying himself completely with the adventures of his
virile, robust grandfather.

Having naturally absorbed

certain aspects of a religion that fosters introspection,
the boy must have spent much time speculating on his future
life.

Ultimately the past with all its ghosts became the

future, and the present with all its phantoms was wiped
out:
He found no terror in the knowledge that his
grandfather . . . had killed men ’by the hundreds*
as he was told and believed. . . . Ho horror here
because they were just ghosts, never seen in the
flesh, heroic, simple, warm; while the father
which he knew and feared was a phantom which would
never die.
'So i t ’s no wonder that 1 had no father
and that I had already died one night twenty years
before I saw light. And that my only salvation
must be to return to the place to die where my life
had already ceased before it began.
(p. I4.I8 )
Because of the grimness and dullness of reality, he
compulsively patterns a life that encompasses the past.
This plan becomes his destiny.
38pp. 6ij.-65.

He obviously has no conscious
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belief in Calvinistic predestination; otherwise he would
not have had to work so hard to arrange for his future to
be fused with the past.

The fact that he "willingly

surrendered" to the ministry, "chose that as his vocation
with [going to Jefferson] as his purpose" implies choice.
Yet within the larger framework, he felt, in the words of
Richard Rovere, "the past as an arbiter of present desti
nies."-^

Byron Bunch seems to capture the essence of this

belief when he says that the dead, not the living, do the
dsmage--"it*s the dead ones that lay quiet in one place
and don’t try to hold him, that he can’t escape from"
(p. 65).
He enters the seminary, believing it to be a sanctuary
from "the harsh gale of living" (p. lj.19) and a means, in
the words of Hugh Holman, "of rejoining his grandfather’s
ghost at Jefferson":
"God must call me to Jefferson because my life
died there, was shot from the saddle of a galloping
horse in a Jefferson street one night twenty years
before it was ever born. . . . "
When he believed
that he had heard the call it seemed to him that
he could see his future, his life, intact and all
sides complete and inviolable, like a classic and
serene vase, where the spirit could be born anew
. . . .
(p. jU-19)
Holman sees a definite contrast between the classic and
serene urn imagery used here and that used in the Joe
Christmas episode when the nauseating facts of the human
■^"Introduction," Light in August, vi.
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reproductive system are forced upon J o e . ^

In any case,

there is never any vacillation on Hightower's part; his
course is just as clear as if he were looking into a
crystal ball.

Although he has never been to Jefferson, he

knows exactly how everything will look--the house, the
street, and even the hoofmarks of the thundering horses in
the air.
Hightower's congregation in Jefferson is understand
ably confused when the young minister preaches about God,
salvation, his grandfather, and the thundering horses as
if they are somehow related.

And they gradually grow to

resent him because his wife, whom he had married as a means
of attaining his appointment and whom he scarcely knows he
has, begins to scandalize the town.

Although the people do

exhibit some patience and concern, they terminate his
ministry after his desperate wife gains notoriety for the
town by committing suicide in a Memphis brothel.

Dechurched

and outcast, the minister nevertheless clings tenaciously
to his belief that his destiny is in Jefferson.

Even after

his servants are intimidated into fleeing and he is flogged
unmercifully by masked citizens, he refuses to leave the
town which held for him the only reality, the past.
Our initial introduction to Hightower comes when Byron
Bunch is told by a townsman that the D. D. following Gail
^ °p . 161.
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Hightower's name on a sign, stands for "Done Damned."
Byron, a good solid man, attempts to pull the old minister,
who has lived in exile from humanity for thirty years, back
into the stream of life by asking first that he help the
pregnant unmarried Lena Grove in childbirth and later that
he tell a lie to provide an alibi for the murderer Joe
Christmas.

Although Byron realizes that the later request

is somewhat unusual, he nevertheless insists that since
Hightower is a "man of God" he has an obligation.

Hightower,

however, protestss
"I am not a man of God. And not through my own
desire. Remember that. Not of my own choice that
I am no longer a man of God. It was by the will,
the more than behest, of them like you and like
her and like him in the jail yonder and like them
who put him there to do their will upon, as they
did upon me, with insult and violence upon those
who like them were created by the same God and were
driven by them go do that which they now turn and
rend them for having done it. It was not my choice.
Remember that."
(p. 320)
Byron's reply reminds him that man does have some choice,
and must accept the moral consequences of that choice;
"I know that. Because a man aint given that
many choices. You made your choice before that.
. . . You were given your choice before I was
born, and you took it before I or her or him either
was borne That was your choice. And I reckon them
that are good must suffer for it the same as them
that are bad. The same as her, and him, and me.
And the same as them others, that other woman."
(p. 3 2 0 )
Lawrance Thompson says that the concept of moral respon
sibility (implying free choice) which is dealt with
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ambiguously elsewhere in Faulkner's works finds its most
articulate expression in Byron*s words.^
As the novel progresses, Hightower is revealed as
becoming increasingly uncertain about moral responsibility,
about involvement, but he is slowly, painfully drawn into
accepting the challenge by Byron:

he does deliver Lena's

child and he does attempt to provide Joe with an alibi.
The final chapter bn Hightower shows him facing the
question of how much he is responsible for what has happened
and to what extent he is a victim of external forces, that
is, the past.

He is depicted in the fading twilight of his

study, and as he waits for the ghost of his grandfather to
appear, his entire life passes before his eyes.

It is,

however, his life in Jefferson and his relation to his wife
and to the church that disturbs him.

He realizes now that

the

church did its part,

that he was "the one who failed,

who

infringed" (p. Ij.26).Then he reflects on the role of

the church:
It seems to him that he has seen it all the while:
that that which is destroying the Church is not the
outward groping of those within it nor the inward
groping of those without, but the professionals who
control it and who have removed the bells from its
steeples.
He seems to see them, endless, without
order, empty, symbolical, bleak, skypointed not with
ecstasy or passion but in adjuration, threat, and
doom. He seems to see the churches of the world
like a rampart, like one of those barricades of the
middleages planted with dead and sharpened stakes,
against truth and against that peace in which to sin
and be forgiven which is the life of a man.
(p. I4.2 7 )
^ 1p . 76
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He realizes that in his role as a professional he has
helped perpetrate the destruction of the Church.

Then his

thoughts move from his failure to the Church to his failure
to his particular church and to his wife.

He realizes that

his greatest sin is in using both to further his own
personal desires:
. . . perhaps at that moment I became her seducer
and her murderer, author and instrument of her
shame and death.
After all, there must be some
things for which God cannot be accused by man and
held responsible. There must be.
(p. k-2J)
John S. Williams points out that there are several passages
that are ambiguous because his wife's name is not mentioned,
and that the fusion in his mind of his wife and the church
is understandable since he has spoken of the church as the
bride which the church fathers of Jefferson had jealously
turned over to hirn.^-2

The point is, of course, that he had

used both and he had failed both, and when this sense of
failure finally penetrates his consciousness, he acknowledges
it.
A wheel image is used to externalize Hightower's
thoughts, and the faces that he sees "seem to be mirrors
in which he watches himself" (p. 2I4.7).

The image reflects

back to him the reality of what he was:
He seems to see reflected in [the mirrors] a figure
antic as a showman, a little wild: a charlatan
preaching worse than heresy, in utter disregard of
'The Pinal Copper Light of Afternoon': Hightower's
Redemption," Twentieth Century Literature, 13 (1968), 211.
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that whose very stage he preempted, offering
instead of the crucified shape of pity and love,
a swaggering and unchastened bravo killed with
a shotgun in a peaceful henhouse, in a temporary
hiatus of his own avocation of killing.
(pp. 427-28 )
He realizes now that he had offered the face of his grand
father instead of the face of Christ, who now reminds him:
"It was not to accomplish that that you accepted
her. You took her as a means toward your own
selfishness. As an instrument to be called to
Jefferson; not for My ends, but for your own."
(p. 428)
Whether her refers to his wife or to the church is irrele
vant, since his sin against the two are the same.

He

continues to argue that he has "paid the price," and to
struggle against thinking at all.

In spite of his efforts,

he continues to think, to justify:
"Then, if this is so, if I am the instrument of her
despair and death, then I am in turn instrument of
someone outside myself. And I know that for fifty
years I have nbt even been clay: I have been a
single instant of darkness in which a horse
galloped and a gun crashed. And if I am my dead
grandfather on the instant of his death, then my
wife, his grandson’s wife . . . the debaucher and
murderer of my grandson's wife, since I could neither
let my grandson live or die . . . "
(p. 430 )
The wheel, released, seems to rush on with a long
sighing sound. He sits motionless in its aftermath,
in his cooling sweat, while the sweat pours and pours.
The wheel whirls on. It is going fast and smooth
now, because it is freed now of burden, of vehicle,
axle, all.
(p. 430 )
This "recognition" scene is ambiguous.

Certain qualities in

it, as well as its placement, suggest self-realization, but
there are troubling aspects, the most important of which is
the vision itself which shows that Hightower is still
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enmeshed in the past.

Most critics treat it as his full

acceptance of moral responsibility, his repudiation of the
past, his return to life.

Walter J. Slatoff, however, is

troubled by some of the ambiguities of the scene.

He

examines it from a logical point of view:
The released wheel suggests that there has been
resolution and makes us feel it. The diction and
syntax of the quotation suggests it: the "then,
if this is so . . . then . . . " suggests a causeand-effect relationship. But the second clause is
a non sequitur. The "and I know" suggests selfunderstanding, but it is followed by a highly
fanciful metaphor which, if anything, contradicts
the suggestion that he is an "instrument." Another
logical sequence is suggested by "and if . . . then
..."
This time the logic is indeed unassailable,
but it is used to extend the highly figurative and
alogical equation of himself with his own grand
father, an equation which he and we have already
established. We wonder now whether we have observed
a moment of tragic illumination or an escape into
fantasy and confusion.
The remainder of the chapter
complicates our impressions further. The released
wheel image . . . has suggested strongly . . . that
Hightower is empty and at peace. But apparently he
is not because a moment later . . . [we find] there
is still conflict within him,, for he thinks he should
pray but does not try . •
The final paragraph is even more puzzling.

Although the

diction— phrases like "reaffirmed in triumph" and "honor and
pride and life"--creates a triumphant tone, the very nature
of the vision clearly suggests that the obsession is still
there— that he has not let go of the past:
He hears above his heart the thunder increase,
myriad and drumming. Like a long sighing of wind
in trees it begins, then they sweep into sight,
^ Quest for Failure (Ithaca:
1960), p. 192.

Cornell University Press,
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borne now upon a cloud of phantom dust. They
rush past, forwardleaning in the saddles, with
brandished arms, beneath whipping ribbons from
slanted and eager lances; with tumult and sound
less yelling they sweep past like a tide whose
crest is jagged with the wild heads of horses
and the brandished arms of men like the crater of
the world in explosion.
They rush past and are
gone; [yet] . . . it seems to him that he still
hears them: the wild bugles and the clashing
sabres and the dying thunder of the hooves.
(p. ij.3 0 )
Although it has been suggested earlier by his involvement
with Lena Grove and Joe Christmas that he is returning to
life, the final scene rather detracts from this idea.

He

does have some sort of painful experience in which he sees
himself clearly, but acknowledging his failure and changing
the pattern of his life are two very different things.
Faulkner leaves him listening to "the dying thunder of the
hooves."
He has said previously that he does, not hold God
responsible in the sense that his fate had been arbitrarily
decreed.

He accepts, or at least a part of him does, the

fact that there was a point at which he made a moral choice
and that his own will drove him into a compulsive pattern.
But as in the case of Faulknerfs other compulsive characters,
the reader is left wondering how free the individual is to
carve out his own destiny when he is involuntarily saddled
with the past.
As was pointed out earlier, many parallels exist between
Joe Christmas and the Reverend Gail Hightower, the most

prominent of which is their alienation from life because of
the past.

Although they both think of themselves as out

casts, in the final analysis, they are not damned by
Faulkner,

On the contrary, they are treated very

sympathetically.

Each is allowed his moment of truth, and

if it is not presented in terms of personal salvation, it
is probably because this is a part of Christianity that
Faulkner could not accept.^- Their arriving at selfawareness, however, leaves Faulkner pointing a finger not
at individuals who are compulsive or obsessed in their
behavior, but rather at the formal body of belief that is
responsible for such conditioning.

4TLawrance Thompson records that when Faulkner was
asked "how it happened that no character in any of his
narratives is represented as being saved by divine grace, he
first acknowledged the accuracy of that observation and then
explained with pleasant seriousness that it must be because
he himself thought of God as being in the wholesale and not
in the retail business,"
(p. 161}.)

CONCLUSION
Several theories have been advanced, and an equal
number have been refuted, on Faulkner’s theological views.
His own statements merely cause further confusion, since
he chooses to define such words as Christian in terms of
action rather than belief.

We can, however, accept his

statement that he does not believe in the goodness of
p
man, because his works furnish more than adequate
exemplification of this view.

His characters are fallen

men; they are, in Faulkner's own words, "suffering,
ariguishing human beings."-^

The fact that their struggling

is represented in terms of their Calvinistic heritage does
not detract from their universal stature.

Since Faulkner’s

fiction is grounded in reality, it is only natural that he
capture the essence of the world that he knew best— that he
Faulkner defined Christianity as a "code of behavior
by which [man] makes himself a better human being than his
nature wants to be, if he follows his nature only."
(Paris
Review, Spring, 1956, p. ij.2).
^-Faulkner in the University, ed. Frederick L. Gwynn
and Joseph L. Blotner (Charlottesville: University of
Virginia Press, 1959), p.
^Faulkner in the University, p. I4.7 *
21 8
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shape his fictional world in the pattern of the world that
shaped him.

Faulkner’s treatment of Southern Calvinism is

analogous to Hawthorne's treatment of New England Puritan
ism:

while on the immediate level it concerns provincial

religious attitudes, it rises far above these attitudes to
encompass universal man's basic conflicts.

Since, however,

any artist has to interpret human behavior according to his
own principles and since these principles are largely a
result of his culture, the local quality in his writings is
often more immediately perceptible than the universal.
This provinciality is prominent in Faulkner:

elements of

his Calvinistic background show up in both theme and
technique.

They are, however, modified to the extent that

they become peculiarly Faulknerian, especially when they
are examined from the vantage point of their development in
several novels.
The concept of original sin is treated in several
parallels--some direct and emphatic, some nebulous and
almost evanescent.

The most obvious analogues are women's

sexuality and man's rigidity.

Undergirding and giving

meaning to both of these conditions is Faulkner's concept
of man's fall from nature.
Woman is very close to nature; her instinctive drives
are often identified with the forces of nature.

She is born

with a kind of knowledge that man has to acquire, and the
painful process of falling into knowledge constitutes in

Faulkner’s analogizing a reenactment of the Fall.

Thus

Faulkner does not present woman as objectively evil; she
is evil in the perception of certain idealistic male
characters who are both attracted to and repelled by her
sexuality.

Both Quentin Compson and Horace Benbow exhibit

a sensitivity and an idealism that is peculiarly aristo
cratic.

They have romanticized notions about woman that

are associated with family and community status.
Christmas’s case is different.

Joe

Although the crucial events

in his life involve bis gaining knowledge of female
behavior, he is a misogynist from the outset, having
learned to both hate and fear women at a time prior to
his earliest memories.

In one sense his experiences

validate his instinctive feelings; in another, they dis
appoint him.

All of Faulkner's initiates make clear,

however, in their rhetoric of agony, that identification
of woman with evil is, in effect, the identification of
woman with nature.

Both Quentin Compson and Horace Benbow

associate certain natural odors, especially the sickly sweet
odor of cloying flowers, with sexuality.

Horace associates

women with the grape, which suggests not only natural
rhythms and cycles of the earth but also fertility and
passion.

Joe Christmas rejects violently the knowledge of

woman's menstrual cycle and later associates the fecundity
of woman with that of the earth.

The aspects of woman's

being and behavior that point up her closeness to nature and
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hence her lack of need for external codes cause the most
pain to Faulknerian males who, in their rigid adherence to
these codes, regard natural behavior, especially sexual
behavior, as immoral.
Faulkner is not unsympathetic toward the agonizing
initiate who fears woman's sexuality, since woman's natural
instinctive behavior is a mystery, suggestive of the earth's
elemental forces, and since Faulkner's Calvinistic men who
distrust women are alienated from nature.

Although in terms

of his fiction, any other meaning that woman's sexuality
has is given by a particular kind of male character, the
repetition of the initiation pattern leads us to speculate
that Faulkner shared with his idealists at least one
attitude— ambivalence toward women.
Faulkner's women tend to polarize into the natural and
the unnatural, and those that act in accordance with their
nature are, generally speaking, treated most sympathetically—
Caddy Compson, Ruby Lamar, and Lena Grove.

This does not

mean, of course, that they are set up as ideals; it simply
means that they have inner integrity that is more admirable,
more meaningful, than the surface respectability that it
counterpoints.

Insofar as they use sex mechanically--in a

meaningless way— they are as guilty of violation of the
natural as ara his rigid, aloof women--Mrs. Compson,
Narcissa, and the like.

But, as Brooks points out, Faulkner's

emphasis on the natural does not mean that he is a
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primitivist.^- His most beloved character may be Caddy, but
his most admirable one is Dilsey whose deeply religious and
self-sacrificing attitude suggests a kind of endurance that
would not necessarily be in accord with complete surrender
to natural inclinations.

Indeed, it may well be that

Faulkner’s technique of contrasts, which is one of his most
brilliant devices, is the feature that causes most critics
to stumble.

There are those who, in complete disregard of

Faulkner’s overall view of the need for discipline and
balance, decry his complete rejection of Protestant religion
and make him into a Rousseauist.

It may well be that

Faulkner, in his conscious rejection of institutional
religion aspired toward Rousseauism, but the fact remains
that he did not embody it in his fiction.

His outlook on

woman is basically Miltonic, with the Cavalier concepts of
Southern Calvinism infused.
Woman's affinity with evil, when reduced to its
simplest terms, turns out to be her acting naturally— as
Horace Benbow realizes in one of his more lucid moments,
it ”is in reality practical wisdom” (p. 1 9i|-) •

And her role

in nature is used to counterpoint that of the Faulknerian
male whose consciousness of his fallen state causes him to
hold himself above or outside of nature.

Such characters

vary widely in their degree of alienation from nature,
^William Faulkner: The Yoknapatawpha Country (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 19&3), P- 32.

depending upon their attitudes toward man-made codes.

Even

so, some of these aloof males— Quentin Compson is a good
example— are treated so sympathetically that except in a
very loose sense we could hardly interpret their weaknesses
as signs of depravity.

Faulkner does, however, develop

this type to an extreme in such characters as Jason
Compson, Popeye, Clarence Snopes, Doc Hines, and even Joe
Christmas, who function on a symbolic level to suggest
complete depravity.

It is risky, of course, to make general

statements about a group of characters whose development
ranges from major to minor, from three-dimensional to one
dimensional, but they do share certain characteristics that
set them in sharp relief against women, as well as natural
male characters such as Isaac McCaslin in Go Down Moses.
They are devoid of spiritual principle; they are committed
to the self-sufficiency of rationalism.

There is in each

of them the suggestion that he is the end-product of a
society whose religion, to use Allen Tate’s words, is
’’hardly a religion at all but a result of secular
ambition.”'’ At the same time there is in operation the
idea that this grotesqueness is a result of man's original
sin and his consequent exile from communion with God.

Some

characters exhibit physical deformities that function as
^"Remarks on Southern Religion," I*11 Take My Stand:
The South and the Agrarian Tradition. Torchbook Edition
71930; rpt. New York: Harper and Row, 1962), p. 168.
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outward counterparts of spiritual flaws; some behave in an
overtly diabolical manner; some carry in their demeanor an
aura of evil.

Whether the equivalent is striking and is

depicted through an easily visualized symbol or is fleeting
and indefinable, the sense of sin in the world is allencompassing.

Man is not inherently good.

Insofar as he

disciplines himself to have respect for nature (human or
external), he shows some progress toward a better state.
But "as to whether he will stay on the earth long enough
to attain ultimate goodness, nobody

k n o w s ,

Faulkner once

said.
There is also in Faulkner's works a heavy emphasis on
the question of man’s power to choose his own destiny.
Perhaps out of his Calvinistic background comes the sense
of fate that so many of his characters exhibit, but
predestination as John Calvin defined it is altogether
too arbitrary, and in terms of the new scientific findings,
altogether too simplistic for Faulkner.

As this concept

finds expression in his fiction, there is a dramatic inter
play between man's sense of moral responsibility— signifying
freedom of will— and his sense of destiny— signifying some
sort of predeterminism.

If Faulkner's works were merely a

dramatization of these philosophical and theological ideas,
the burden of dogmatizing would likely have stifled both
the comic and tragic spirit that is so much a part of his
L
Faulkner in the University, p. 5>.
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Yoknapatawpha saga.

His world is a secular one; neither

churches nor religion come to the forefront except in Light
in August, but there is portrayed always a powerful sense of
struggle— good and bad are warring elements in both the
individual and the community.

There is a kind of pseudo-

goodness, related to Calvinistic predestination, that
constitutes a major Faulknerian theme.

Calvin's doctrine

of election--distorted, perverted, misunderstood— fosters
a type of righteousness that Faulkner sees as inimical to
true goodness.

Certain characters see their righteousness

validated, rubberstamped, as it were, by church membership
or social standing, which in turn gives them the right to
sit in moral judgment on anyone who does not conform to
codes of conduct set down by their particular group.

Such

attitudes sometimes lead to humorous comments such as one
character's observation that a good woman cannot be fooled
by badness because, not being engaged in evil herself, she
has plenty of time "to smell out sin."

Behind such an

ironic statement is the author's distinction between good
ness based on an outer code of conformity and that based
on an individual code of ethics.

Although the "righteous"

of Yoknapatawpha County are the source of a good deal of
Faulkner's humor, they also serve him well in bringing
about "tragic" situations:

breach of the moral code causes

Mrs. Compson to disown her daughter, the church ladies to
cast Ruby Lamar and her illegitimate child into the streets,

a lynch mob to burn Lee Goodwin, Doc Hines to bring about
the death of three people, Percy Grimm to brutally murder
and mutilate Joe Christmas.

The pathos of such incidents,

in which an obsessive concern to maintain moral standards
somehow overshadows the sacredness of human integrity and
even life, is at the heart of Faulkner's vision.

A

religion which is so far removed from New Testament charity
that it de-emphasizes inner virtue in favor of outward
conformity is not only repressive and stifling; it is,
itself, evil.

Faulkner sees the need for tolerance of

human weakness, especially those weaknesses based on social
inequities.

It is not that Faulkner is a determinist who

flouts standards and excuses man of any sense of moral
responsibility.

On the contrary, a sense of moral respon

sibility is the ultimate truth that many of his positive
characters come into possession of, but it is an insight
that his "elect" characters cannot gain because they are
outer rather than inner directed.
The sense of destiny, which is the basis of the
righteous character's attitude, is defined more sharply
in the make-up of Faulkner's "doomed" characters.

Joe

Christmas is typical in believing himself to be "the
volitionless servant of the fatality in which he believed
he did not believe," for generally these characters
vacillate between seeing themselves as free moral agents
and as passive victims of some sort of curse.

Although it

differs widely as the characters interpret it, sometimes
the curse is ancestral guilt.

Quentin Compson sees it as

family sins and holds both himself and Caddy responsible
for their acts only in a limited sense.

Quentin is endowed

with a romantic sensibility that feels "the presence of the
past," but unlike T. S. Eliot's past that

is constantly

rearranging itself, Quentin's past reaches out and arranges
the present.

The curse that hangs over Sanctuary is less

nebulous and perhaps its very reality tends to dispel its
effect.

It is the evil that resides in man and that

spreads its tentacles into all of society.

The sequence

of events, however, shows that man need not be paralyzed
by this curse— that he can and does act in a morally
responsible manner.

He does not defeat the forces of evil,

but in acting, he defines himself as a moral being as
opposed to a beast.

The curse that shapes the world of

Light in August is again the past:

for Joe Christmas it

is a cruel past that injected Negro blood into his veins
and thus robbed him of any identity, but for the Reverend
Gail Hightower, it is a romantic past that somehow
displaces

the present in his affections and thus claims

his allegiance.
As Faulkner presents these characters, they are
victims, not of arbitrary damnation by an omnipotent God,
but of their own compulsions.

The past, of course, plays

an important role in this compulsive behavior— both in a

hereditary and a social sense.

Quentin Compson is the

mixed-up offspring of two extreme personalities; his values
are formed out of his personal and cultural heritage.

The

past does predetermine his response to experience, and for
this reason seems to propel him to self-destruction.

In

spite of the dramatic interplay between his personal
obsessions and impersonal forces of the past, it seems
certain that Faulkner presents his suicide as a freely
willed act, an act which need not have occurred if he had
not become so immersed in self that he cut himself off from
the mainstream of life.

If there is a sense in which we

consider him a victim— and I think there is--we must also
bear in mind that he is in part responsible for Caddy’s
predicament which brings about his dilemma.
Joe Christmas and the
ambiguities.

Reverend

The lives of

GailHightower pose similar

Faulkner seems almost

to invite a naturalistic-

deterministic interpretation of their lives, as well as that
of Joanna Burden, by giving us a detailed account of
psychological and biological forces.

But in forcing these

characters to confront the question of moral responsibility,
Faulkner makes it the central issue of the novel.
A common stance of such characters, especially Joe
Christmas and Quentin

Compson,

is to view the body as a

separate entity which

performs

actsseemingly

by mind.

not dictated

This highly subjective feeling of dissociation

often gives the reader the illusion that the character is

not in control, that he is a mere puppet.

A closer reading

usually suggests that the force is not external but
internal— that the subconscious mind is momentarily in
control of the body while the conscious mind looks on.

But

the fact is that such behavior is compulsive, a result of
excessive introspection.

This idea is nowhere more evident

than in Joe's assuring himself that he had to murder Joanna
Burden— that he had no control— long before the act.

There

is a terrible sense of inexorability in all of the events
relating to these characters that stems in part from their
fatalistic attitudes which in turn stem from their perversion
of Calvinistic predestination.

It is in the Hightower

section of Light in August that we get the clearest
expression of man's moral obligations.

Hightower comes to

an understanding that God is not responsible for all of
man's predicaments— that man might not make his destiny but
he at least has a share in shaping it.

Whether or not this

realization changes Hightower's pattern of retreating into
the past for sustenance is debatable; the important point is
that he has recognized his moral responsibility and no
longer lays the blame at the feet of God and the community.
As Faulkner presents man to us, he has predetermined
tendencies in his social behavior; but his moral behavior
is not predetermined.

Faulkner does not show us exactly

where the social realm ends and the moral realm begins,
because it is a matter of individual ethics— of conscience.

Man is not just a creature who responds to certain environ
mental stimuli; he has a spiritual dimension which, if not
denied, will enable him to '’not merely endure” but to
’’prevail.”

This point is important in evaluating Faulkner,

for denial of it makes him into another naturalist who
views man as a pathetic creature trapped in a hostile
environment.

Although Faulkner's world is secular, his

vision is essentially religious.

There is too much meaning

in man's struggle— too much of the sense of the cosmic in
everyday living— for one to deny this fact.

When he

satirizes religion, it is institutional religion— Calvinism
carried to the extreme.

But the Calvinistic concept of man

and his relationship to God forms the nucleus of his vision,
for man is depraved and he is estranged from God.

Those

aspects of Calvinism that Faulkner could not accept, he
cast aside or modified (unconsciously perhaps), but the
residue of it remains.

In the final analysis it served him

as well as it did his predecessors Hawthorne and Melville.
None of them accepted it, but all of them retained enough
of it to create an inner quarrel.
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